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PREFACE 


We are very happy to publish the second book of 
the series ‘Women who lived in God’ by Revered 
Pravrajika Ajayaprana Mataji. 


Those who live in the presence of God whether they 
belong to our own country or to some other country, it 
makes no difference as they all live with God. Their lives 
bear the same appeal to one and all devotees. 


We hope, as the previous one, this book also will get 
a very cordial reception from all our readers. 


Pravrajika Amalaprana 
General Secretary 
Ramakrishna Sarada Mission 
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AKKA MAHADEVI 


“Who is that, Vasanthaka?” “Please, your Majesty, it 
will create trouble if you start enquiring about it now. 
Look, the procession has come to a halt.” That was true, 
the entire populace was wonderstruck. They began to 
enquire, “Why did His Majesty halt abruptly?” Those 
who were at the rear were pushing themselves forward 
to know what the matter was. Has something drastic 
happened to our beloved ruler! His Majesty was 
returning after the difficult task of taming and controlling 
some wild horses. Wasn’t he satisfied with the love and 
adoration flowing freely from the eyes of his subjects? 
Despair and doubts filled the air. 

Just then somebody shouted, “Look! Look to the top 
of the flat roof of that house. A shining jewel.” 
Thousands of eyes turned towards the flat roof of the 
nearby house. But in a lightning flash the girl disappeared 
inside the house. The clever Vasanthaka somehow 
managed to guide the steps of the royal elephant slowly 


towards the palace. The people also moved forward. 
* ok OF 


In 1200 A.D. there lived a famous person in Karnataka 
known as Basaveshwara, who was well known as a 
statesman, social organiser and very powerful minister. In 
those days the Shaiva' community was immersed in an 
ocean of blind faith, dry meaningless ceremonies, etc. 
Basavanna was trying his utmost to bring the devotees 
back to a taintless, pure bhakti way of life. His way of 
re-shaping is known as ‘Veerashaivamatha’. Inspired by 
the Lord of Koodalasangama Deva he composed and 
contributed hundreds of ‘Vachanas’? to the world. His 
following is known as Lingayat. The members of the 
community of Basavanna wear a small Shivalinga’ on a 
string around their neck. A special programme of worship 
and social practices has been prescribed for them. 
According to the census in the year 1959 there were forty 
lakhs of people claiming to be in the Lingayat group in 
Mysore State. The most famous and important among 
the Jangamars* were Basavanna. Allamma Prabhu and 
Akka Mahadevi. All three illumined the skies of 
Karnataka at the same time. 

Mahadevi was born in the city of Uduttadi, situated 
not far from Allamma Prabhu’s birth place. Her parents, 
Lingamma and Omkara Shetty, were great devotees of 


'Shaivas — people following the worship of God as Shiva. 
*Vachanas — Wise and crisp sayings full of philosophical ideas. 
3Shivalinga- a stone emblem representing Shiva. 

‘Jangamars — Sannyasi, a monk. 
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Shiva and endowed with very many good qualities. They 
belonged to the Veerashaiva community and were 
attached to the nearby ashram of Guru Lingacharya. 
Somedays before their daughter’s birth, a holy man had 
visited that ashram. That mahatma, called Siddheswar, 
had foreseen that Goddess Uma Maheswari Herself, the 
Divine consort of Lord Shiva, would soon be born as a 
girl on the earth in order to enjoy adoring, worshipping 
and loving Lord Sri Parameswara Shiva. 

The Jangamar was waiting for that holy occasion 
impatiently. Immediately after receiving the news that 
Shetty’s wife had given birth to a girl child he rushed to 
their house and blessed the baby. He named her 
Mahadevi—the other half of Lord Mahadeva Himself— 
and initiated her with a mantram there and then. The 
parents were extremely happy. 

The girl grew up in beauty, intelligence and devotion 
to Lord Shiva. The ashrama Jangamar very ardently 
gave all the help and provided her with every facility for 
the healthy growth of her spiritual, intellectual and mental 
development. As soon as the girl started reading and 
writing in her early childhood the holy man blessed her 
with Jnaana Diksha, according to the dictum of the 
Lingayat community. ‘Mallikarjuna is Lingapathi, 
Mahadevi Sharanasati.’ Devi didn’t look upon this as a 
mantram to be repeated as a sadhana with the idea of 
realising Lord Shiva, but took it as a truth to be realised 
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through practice in life. Like other great gems of India as 
Andal, Meera Bai and others Mahadevi began to look 
upon herself as the embodiment of the Shakti aspect of 
the Universal Entity. In the midst of their games when 
her friends enjoyed talking about marriage later in life, 
they used to tease her, “Oh, to marry this wonderful girl, 
Goddess Herself, won’t a young prince come riding on 
a horse?” A very serious expression would spread over 
her face, “Why, to marry me? How can that be? My 
marriage is already over.” “Oh, how did you manage 
that? We were not invited?” The children were curious. 
“Without informing anyone of us? Who is that fortunate 
young man?” “It is not that he is a fortunate man, but 
that I am a fortunate woman. I belong to Mallikarjuna 
Deva.” The poor children couldn’t understand anything. 
They murmured, “This friend of ours, Mahadevi, is 
proclaiming that she is the wife of God Himself. What 
madness!” But seeing the change of expression—a 
divine glow and deeply serene attitude—on her face they 
were frightened, embarrassed and kept quiet. 
Mahadevi had only one thing to tell her parents when 
they came to her with the wedding proposal, “What are 
you saying? Wasn’t my marriage already over? Why 
now a second one?” Poor Lingamma and Omkara 
Shetty were plunged in terrible difficulty—they had 
already heard from Siddheswara Jangamar and Guru 
Lingacharya that their darling daughter was not an 
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ordinary human being, but was the Divine Mother 
Herself. But weren’t they obliged to follow the ordinary 
social custom as they were living within a society? Now 
what Mahadevi was asking was also a_ pertinent 
question—“Oh, what a system is that? One husband for 
this world and another for the next one! Is there any 
system like that?” The parents were thrown into terrible 
dismay. 


Mahadevi was a student in the ashrama school. The 
villagers used to make fun of her and ndicule her for 
attending the school, sitting at the feet of the teacher in 
the ashram and trying to be educated! But her studies 
went on without a hitch because of the encouragement, 
insistence and support from Guru Lingar. In course of 
time the Guru began to notice a sudden awakening in 
Mahadevi. Vachanas began to pour out of her freely and 
spontaneously, soaked in ideas more beautiful, 
meaningful and deeper than even those of Basavanna 
and Allamma Prabhu. The old monk was full of wonder 
and felt very proud of her. But then, what is there to be 
surprised at? He suddenly remembered the events that 
led him to bless the girl with jnaana diksha in her early 
childhood. It happened when he was standing before the 
main door in front of the shrine of Mallikarjuna of 
Srishailam. The door was closed. Waiting for it to be 


11 


opened he was standing there in a meditative mood. 
Then he saw someone coming out of the door. He 
looked hard at the door which was still closed! Who was 
that? Oh, Siddheswara Jangamar! Real and sincere 
devotees do not find closed and locked doors as 
impediments for enjoying an audience with the Lord of 
the heart. Guru Lingar prostrated himself at the Saint’s 
feet. Siddheswar told him, “Jangamar, return immediately 
to Udutadi. To all external appearances Mahadevi is a 
small child. But she is the eternally young Uma 
Haimavati. You should give ‘jnaana diksha’ to Devi at 
the earliest possible. On your way back meet Basaveswar 
and Allamma Prabhu too in Kalyan.” Accordingly after 
visiting Basaveswar and Allamma Prabhu, Jangamar went 
to the holy Kadalivanam also. After giving Mahadevi 
Jnaana diksha, when he narrated his visit to Kalyan and 
Kadalivanam the girl’s face glowed with a heavenly 
brilliance. The scene remained etched in the old man’s 
mind forever. There appeared on that face the expression 
that would be brought by the narration by someone of a 
visit to places and people long forgotten and lying 
dormant in the depths of the soul. Ineffable joy appeared 
on it. Yes, this girl was not an ordinary human being, but 
Parvathi Herself. Jangamar’s heart danced in joy. 

The daughter of Omkara Shetty had stepped into early 
youth and a delicate beauty hovered around her. She was 
now sixteen. It was not correct that a grown girl, instead 
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of remaining immersed in performing daily chores at 
home, was visiting the ashrama every day and holding 
discussions about philosophical principles sitting in front 
of a man, though he was very old. The women in the 
neighbourhood began to talk in whispers and mostly in 
their hearing also about her arrogance, and pride of being 
extremely beautiful and her too forward behaviour. But 
Mahadevi did not seem to pay any attention to all these. 
Her mind always dwelt on one vachana: 

“I love the God of Gods who is fair like the mallika 
flower and who is more beautiful than anyone else. Death 
does not approach Him, nor can destruction happen at any 
time. He is beyond all forms nor does He have any special 
place to dwell. He is partless and has no limits. No signs 
of birth are in Him. I love Him with all my heart and 
soul.” 

“The whole brood of husbands who end up in death - let 
them all be burnt to nothing and become fuel for the 
fireplace.” 


On reading this the Guru gave a hearty laugh. 
x KOK 


The ruler of the city was a very handsome young 
king in robust health and of very good temperament. 
Not coming upon any girl suitable for him, he had not, as 
yet, agreed to tie the marriage bond with any girl. This 
young, energetic, brave ruler was the apple of the 
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general public’s eye. A worshipper of beauty, he made a 
wonderful garden of celestial beauty in the suburbs of 
the palace. Also, he made a beautiful playground for the 
convenience of his subjects just on the border of his city. 
It was during this time that a foreign trader presented 
him with a pair of very strong and powerful horses. Very 
assiduously he tamed and controlled them. On his return 
after this strange feat was his accidental encounter with 
Mahadevi. Lined on the two sides of the road was the 
whole public, waiting to have a glimpse of their favourite 
king, with their gates and front doors decorated well with 
festoons and flags. Mahadevi and friends also were 
sitting on the flat roof of her father’s house craning their 
heads to catch a glimpse of the young man. Suddenly the 
king’s eyes fell on this wonderful flower of a girl. 
Shocked and surprised he mused, “What, is this a 
celestial flower sprung up among my own subjects? 
What an unnatural beauty!” The Prince froze on his 
seat. Everybody’s attention turned towards him. 
Basanthaka, his bosom friend, immediately sensed the 
situation. Things had turned wrong. He hurried his horse 
from behind and succeeded in bringing matters to a 
normal state. He said, “Oh Lord, this is not correct. You 
should not have shown any special interest in that girl, 
which has drawn the attention of the whole populace. 
Look, the girl has gone in also without any response. 
Thousands of your subjects have been waiting for one 
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affectionate glance from you. Please turn your eyes 
towards them.” Like an obedient boy Kaushik looked 
round and accepted the homage offered by the public. 
But like a mechanical doll his eyes had a dreamy look. 

By whatsoever means possible he should get that 
pretty one as his queen—Kaushik was firm in his 
resolve. All the arguments that Basanthaka laid before 
him were ineffective. “My Lord, they belong to the 
Veerashaiva community and we to the Bhavi*. Like milk 
and ghee they will never mix.” But Kaushik’s heart was 
completely set on that girl. Finally Basanthaka went to 
Omkar Shetty’s house with the message. If they 
disobeyed the king’s order what could be the dire 
consequences—pondering over that Shetty and his wife 
trembled with fear. In the end they decided to leave 
matters into the hands of their daughter. She was a 
person who had her own ideas about things. No one 
would be able to do anything against them—especially in 
the matter of marriage. Basanthaka placed before her 
various types of arguments and supplications, but to no 
purpose. He was astounded and admired her when he 
listened to the clever and intelligent counter— arguments 
that came from her. But he persisted, “You are the one 
best suited for our young king. If you refuse to abide by 
his offer what results would accrue from that—ponder 


5Bhavi — non-shaivism 


over that. The impact of the king’s anger—as a devotee 
of Shiva it is your duty to think well about that.” 
Mahadevi was won over. She agreed to go for the 
alliance, but on one condition. There were three 
propositions she put forward— 

1.Without her consent the king should not touch her. 

2.He should not interfere with her spiritual activities. 

3.Her programme of serving the Jangamars or Shaiva 
monks should not be prevented. 

If the king, by any chance broke them, she would 
forgive him three times, afterwards she would leave him. 
Alright, the king agreed. A gorgeous wedding took place. 
The public was overjoyed with the event—the bride and 
bridegroom should be like this—ideal couple—what a 
wonderful pair! Both were stunningly handsome. The 
people enjoyed the whole festival. Kaushik’s heart was 


filled with heavenly bliss, Mahadevi’s in perpetual agony. 
* OR OK 


Days and months went by. Young Kaushik was 
careful enough not to intervene in Mahadevi’s worship 
of Shiva or service of Jangamars. Many times he had 
observed the young queen roaming among the bushes in 
the garden chatting and laughing with her close 
companion Rasavanti. Those lips would be constantly 
moving and her companion would be listening with rapt 
attention. Incidentally when he got a chance to listen Lo 
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their conversation from behind the bushes, he found that 
the topics of her talk centred mainly around Srishailam, 
Kadalivanam, Mallikarjuna, Basavanna and the like. 
When these terms dropped from those shapely lips the 
beautiful smile that adorned them had a heavenly halo. 
If only she did present me with such a lovely and 
affectionate smile—at least once! Kaushik’s heart cried. 

It was near noon time. Filled with joy Mahadevi was 
running around like a sprightly child. Nearly twenty 
Jangamars had come. Hours passed in singing of 
Bhajans and kirtanas® commencing from morning. The 
same programme till late at night. It was Mahadevi 
herself who decided the items of food for the sumptuous 
feast for the monks. How many times she ran down to 
the kitchen to check about the cooking! Rasavanti also 
was an equal participant. At the far end of the palace 
Kaushik was walking up and down, up and down. Strong 
firm footsteps! It was quite evident that he was terribly 
angry. The volcano would erupt any moment. “What a 
trouble!” The king shouted at Basanthaka standing 
timidly by. “Just mere beggars with long dirty beards and 
foul-smelling clothes! All are welcome, free! Is this an 
ordinary inn? The plea is that they are coming to visit 
Mahadevi! They are taking advantage of the purity and 
naivety of the queen. Abominable situation. From 


*Kirtanas — devotional songs and hymns. 
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yesterday Mahadevi hasn’t been allowed even to have 
proper sleep or rest. I can’t understand the meaning of 
such devotion, love and respect. No more rest for me till 
I put an end to this.” In an instant he reached downstairs. 
Hurrying behind him Basanthaka attempted to reason 
with him, but who was to listen! With stomach full, joy 
and contentment written all over their faces, the 
Jangamars were standing around the happy queen. 
Forgetting himself completely, Kaushik shouted, “Stop it, 
stop all this mess. This is not an ordinary resting place 
for all kinds of beggars and charlatans to come and 
enjoy. All types of vagabonds have crowded here to take 
advantage of this simple girl.” Silence settled in the 
room. Piercing the tenseness Mahadevi’s sweet voice 
filled the hall, “Your Royal Highness, you have committed 
the first mistake. These people are not vagabonds—they 
are devotees of Shiva. This is terrible.” Suddenly 
Kaushik realised his mistake. Becoming aware of the 
true nature and gravity of his foolish action he hurried 
out of the room. 


Guru Jangamar visited Mahadevi every now and then. 
In each of those days when he came to see her, the 
prince could not get her company even for half an hour. 
She came to bed only very late at night, and by that time 
she was dead tired. Before dawn she was gone. Slowly 
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the prince began to look upon Guru as a personal enemy, 
but he kept his anger under control, with great difficulty. 
One day Kaushik was having a leisurely chat with 
Mahadevi. The Rani had given herself completely into 
his hands to be caressed and fondled. Suddenly 
Rasavanti came with the message—Guru Lingacharya 
was waiting downstairs. Mahadevi jumped up and rushed 
out. Kaushik was red with fury. When he reached 
downstairs he saw Mahadevi slowly rising up from her 
prostration at the feet of the monk. This scene fired up 
a terrible angry flame in his heart. He shouted, 
“Mahadevi, I do really respect your adoration for your 
Guru. But you should not forget that you are the queen 
of this country. It does not befit your dignity and honour 
that you come before these monks without proper 
dress.” Like a lioness hurt to the quick she raised her 
head and looked at him straight. “Enough, enough of this, 
Maharaj. I am not at all interested in your dignity and 
honour. I never asked for it at all. You have insulted the 
great Guru. For the second time you have broken the 
conditions. I don’t understand why I have to go through 
this torture. Must be God’s will. Please, Jangamar, 
forgive me. Allow me to go inside.” She left the place. 
Shocked and ashamed Kaushik realised his great blunder 
of breaking the promise for the second time. Filled with 
remorse and regret he decided then and there not to 
repeat such blunder again. 
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Another day, Kaushik was sitting on the terrace calm 
and self-collected. Down below lay stretched out the 
wonderful garden and park full of flowering trees and 
plants interspersed with running streams and lotus ponds. 
The sweet fragrance from the flowers rose up in the air. 
Is there some novelty in the atmosphere today? He 
breathed in the sweet fragrance again and again testing 
it well. Oh, that’s right! Straight underneath was 
Mahadevi’s worship room. This beautiful smell was 
coming from the flowers and incense used by her during 
her worship. What a pleasant perfume! Kaushik’s feet 
slowly led him to the open door of the room. The scene 
that confronted him there sent a thrill through his body. 
Mahadevi was sitting completely immersed in 
Shivanandam. Her eyes were closed. The white Sari 
that had covered her body had dropped off and was 
lying around her. She was completely unaware of this. 
Kaushik’s equanimity got shattered. Without pausing to 
think further he rushed in and clasped Mahadevi in a 
tight embrace. Shaken out of her trance Mahadevi stood 
up and looked around in a puzzled way. Coming to know 
fully well about what had happened she ordered him, 
“Maharaj, stand away from me. You polluted me by 
touching my body at this time—you a mere Bhavi.” 
Kaushik was stunned and moved away. The lady took 
the fallen cloth and wrapped it around her. She said, 
“You have got an attraction towards this body but this 
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belongs to the Lord of the Mountains, Shiva. You made 
it unclean. This is your third breach of the stipulation. 
Today I have become free from my indebtedness to you. 
Here, I am leaving.” Disappointment, realisation of his 
mistake and a sense of defeat and failure rose up within 
the young man. He screamed, “Going where? You are 
arrogant and proud about your beauty, about your fair 
skin. You haven’t yet seen Kaushik’s real nature. 
Betrayer of your saviour, ungrateful wretch. Taking the 
worm as you were from the charnel pit, if washed and 
cleaned and placed on a satin bed, can it ever find 
comfort there? Where can you go—to the company of 
those beggars and rogues? Even the cloth covering your 
body came from me.” As soon as this sentence came 
out of the king’s mouth Mahadevi pulled off the silk sari 
from around her body, and threw it at the feet of the 
king. Here is your silk cloth. Take it.” “Maharani,” the 
scream from Rasavanti pierced through every nook and 
corner of the palace. The Divine Consort of Lord Shiva 
stamped out of the room decked with only a Shivalinga 
hanging from her neck. King Kaushik stood there like a 
lifeless statue. Their greatly adored queen, the Goddess 
of fortune of the country was leaving the land forever. 
The news spread like wildfire all around. The inhabitants 
of the palace stood there rooted to the spot stunned 
watching the little figure moving towards the main gate. 
Will their hearts break forever? 
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* KK 


Mahadevi walked straight along the road without 
glancing left or right. The people stood there on either 
side thunderstruck. It is said that the thickly grown long 
tresses falling freely down from her head fell all around 
her and served as a mantle of covering for her body. A 
rough sketch about the happenings in the palace 
spreading through the country like forest fire reached the 
home of Omkar Shetty also. Unable to bear the terrible 
shock, heartbroken and helpless Shetty and his wife 
came running along the road. From a distance they saw 
their darling child walking down like a burning flame lit 
straight from the fire of creation. Is it; is it really our 
own child Mahadevi? No, no the person who is 
approaching them is Durga, the Divine consort of 
Kailasa Raja Himself, the Princess of the mountains, 
the Power behind creation, sustenance and destruction.” 
They cringed before her, unable to take one step 
forward. On coming near Mahadevi stopped. “My 
darling daughter!”, the mother’s heart cried out. 
“Mother, this is not the time for weeping, but for 
rejoicing. I had accepted the position of the wife of king 
Kaushik only for you. Now my duty is over. Today I am 
free, completely independent. I am on my way to meet 
my real husband Sri Mallikarjuna. Please permit me to 
go.” She touched the feet of her parents and reached 
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the gates of the ashram. 

Guru Lingacharya was waiting for her. As soon as he 
laid his eyes on her he asked, “What is this, Mahadevi? 
What a dress? What was the need for this?” “Jangamar, 
this is perfectly comfortable. Am I not the other half of 
Lord Shiva? Is there any other dress better than this 
clear sky? Man-made clothes destroy the beauty of the 
body.” “But, Mahadevi, that is not enough. Don’t you 
have to go to Kalyan before you reach the precincts of 
Srishailam? Again, you have to visit Kadalivanam too. 
While you move around in places of peoples’ habitation 
you are bound to observe some rules and regulations 
suitable for the dignity of humankind. Please remember 
that the ordinary man hasn’t reached the heights of 
greatness that Mahadevi has attained to. Anyway, take 
this.” Saying this he threw towards her an animal skin. 
Without saying anything Mahadevi wrapped it around 
her, covering her body in the best way possible and tied 
it about her nicely with some string. She prostrated 
before Guru Lingar who blessed her. Mahadevi 
recommenced her walk towards Srishailam. With eyes 
filled and heart breaking her parents and the people of 
the city reverentially bade farewell to their young saint. 
Guru Lingar’s eyes also were full. 

Facing many difficulties, braving many hard situations 
Mahadevi in the end reached Kalyan. She went directly 
to Basaveswar’s assembly hall. Basavanna, Allamma 
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Prabhu and many other Veerashaiva giants were sitting 
there. Thousands of people rose up as one, greeting that 
power-house of holiness as it entered the room. Without 
any introduction everyone recognised the visitor. Is it 
difficult to recognise at one glance this embodiment of 
sacrifice and renunciation who had kicked off royal 
pleasures, a comfortable life and a loving husband as 
easily as breathing? And that also for what? Only to 
reach and take refuge at the feet of the Lord of the 
North. Allamma Prabhu put Mahadevi into many tests. 
Without flinching, but alert and intelligent came beautiful 
replies for the questions. All were happy. 

It was night time. In a dark comer in the tiny room 
at the far end of the building Mahadevi was resting. She 
was all alone. Suddenly a ruffian Kinneri Bommanna 
entered the room. He had come with the intention of 
molesting this beautiful maiden. Without shrinking with 
fear she plunged herself in the thoughts of her Lord 
Shiva. A lightning flash! Bommanna was terrified. There 
stands before him Jangamadeva himself! What a 
wonder! Terrified and struck to the quick Kinneri 
Bommanna ran away for his life. After a short time 
Mahadevi opened her eyes. The ruffian had escaped. 
Then she saw Basavanna and his wife Gangambika 
quietly entering the room. With tearful eyes they asked 
the little goddess for forgiveness. They praised her in a 
choking voice. They confessed their gratitude and 
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admiration for her wonderful success in the test. They 
became her admirers. 

The following day when Mahadevi entered the 
assembly hall she was surprised to see Allamma Prabhu 
sitting with a very serious and grave expression on his 
face. All those sitting around were watching the 
proceedings with curiosity and wonder. With extreme 
seriousness Allamma Prabhu began to shower torrents 
of questions on Mahadevi. Everyone was surprised 
hearing the wonderful replies, apt and free, smooth and 
meaningful, flowing out from Mahadevi. But, is there 
anything strange in it? In the divine quiver of the Lord 
of the world is there any scarcity of arrows of suitable 
answers for each and every question arising in the 
human mind? The muscles on Allamma Prabhu’s face 
relaxed. A wonderful smile shone on it. He said in words 
soaked in tenderness and respect, “Mahadevi, you are 
our Akka”. He was wanting her to stay with them 
forever. But Mahadevi was not willing to spend the rest 
of her life quietly there filling her time in mere scriptural 
discussions and creating vachanas like Allamma Prabhu 
and Basavanna. He understood that. She will be happy 
and contented only after reaching the holy feet of Lord 
Mahadeva in Srishailam. 

Mahadevi was in actual hurry to meet her Lord. She 
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asked for permission for immediate departure. But 
Allamma Prabhu had something else to convey to her. 
“Akka Mahadevi, I admit that Srishailam and 
Kadalivanam are purer and more holy than any other 
sacred place. You must visit these places. But don’t 
forget that the path is full of danger. Anyway, there is 
one more thing that you have to complete before you 
leave.” Mahadevi listened very patiently. “You must be 
able to see Srishailam and Kadalivanam both inside and 
outside. Only then will perfection be attained. This body 
is Srishailam—the dwelling place of Arjunanatha who is 
of unblemished white colour which defies even the purity 
of the jasmine flower. Inside that rests Kadalivanam, the 
heart which is secluded, peaceful, powerful and the most 
difficult to reach. Inside that you have to come face to 
face with the Lord of the Universe. First achieve that, 
then can be your pilgrimage.” Akka approved of this, 
and got immersed herself in the sadhana of undisturbed 
meditation and inner exploration with the idea of attaining 
to this state. Her diligent and untiring effort soon took 
her to the pinnacle of glory and success. Allamma 
Prabhu was very much pleased. Then Basavanna came 
forward with another objection. How could they allow 
this tender, delicate girl to go on her solitary trek over 
the tall and sharp rocks, and giant trees where wild 
animals roamed around freely? But she was adamant 
that she would travel all alone by herself. The great 
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heart of Basavanna could not digest this idea. How can 
one be cruel enough to send alone this soft little piece of 
a maiden which is, in fact, to be kept tenderly safe 
among the soft cushions of a throne inside a temple? But 
in the end the desire of the devotee’s heart won the 
battle. Nobody could keep back the darling of the Lord. 
With eyes filled with tears they bade farewell to the 


pilgrim. 


Srishailam shines as one of the most powerful centres 
in this world, where the energies of Yogiswar Shiva and 
of Uma Sati, Himavan’s daughter combine into one 
special source of power. Surrounded by innumerable 
smaller temples Srishailam stands majestically in the 
temple complex. It is even looked upon as the Varanasi 
of the south. Our hundreds and hundreds of pranams at 
Your sacred feet. The Lord of Srishailam reigns over the 
world, decked in garlands of jasmine and arjuna flowers. 
The only one Lord of Shakti, who is also self-born 
among the twelve Jyotirlingas®. 

“Oh, the most fortunate day in the year. Today is 
Mahashivaratri. My Lord Mallikarjuna, is there any limit 
to Your grace and compassion? Is there any other day 


*Jyotirlingams —Twelve most famous and seats of powerful energies of 
Lord Shiva. 
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suitable enough to grant Your vision to this slave of 
Yours”—forgetting everything Mahadevi is standing in 
front of the sanctum sanctorum. 

“Mahadevi! Mahadevi” Akka trembled from head to 
foot. What—is this a dream or reality!’ Raja Kaushik’s 
voice. With her heart breaking she questioned the Lord, 
“Why this test again for me?” ‘“Mahadevi, just look here 
once, this is myself.” “My God, when will you be 
satisfied with testing me? Do You will that I should 
remember Kaushik even when I am standing in front of 
Your holy shrine?” “Mahadevi, just look here once. 
Rasavanti also is with me. We have come here wishing 
to be accepted as your disciples.” Sati Devi who had 
been praying with a yearning heart, and her eyes closed 
firmly, immediately opened her eyes and looked around. 
Quite true, they were there—standing behind her, 
bedecked in all the insignia of the Shaivas and with 
folded palms before them. Joy and sorrow together 
bubbled up within Akka’s heart—“They have come 
announcing that they want to be my disciples. Won’t let 
me alone even now.” She offered a vachana in front of 
the Lord. 

“My Lord, Your maya refuses to let go of me. 
How much I tried to shake it off! However much and 
hard I try, it is still clinging on to me tenaciously. Still 
Sticking to me tightly.” 

“Your maya approaches a yogi in the guise of a 
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yogini, a sannyasi in the form of a sannyasini. It stands 
in front of a saint in the form of an angel— acting the 
role appropriate for the character and nature of each 
person, with the idea of reducing that devotion.” 

“When I climbed the mountain Your maya also 
climbed up along with me. When I entered the forest 
Your maya also followed me. How sad that Your 
world does not let go of its hold around my back, 
still clinging to it!” 

“God of gods, Ocean of mercy, Your maya is really 
frightening. My Lord Mallikarjuna, please have 
mercy on me, please.” 

Kaushik and Rasavanti spent some time in the temple 
precincts, swimming in the bliss of bhakti. They visited 
Kadalivanam also, in the meantime, in her company. 
Thereafter when they started for Srishailam again. 
Mahadevi requested them to return home. They insisted 
that Mahadevi also should accompany them in order to 
console the grieving public there. But Mahadevi wouldn’t 
consent to do so nor would she allow them to tarry in 
Srishailam any longer. She emphatically refused to go 
back to the kingdom. The king and Rasavanti were 
drowned in sorrow. Then Akka Mahadevi placed before 
them a scheme of procedure. If after returning home the 
king would try to direct his subjects towards devotion for 
Shiva and thus increase the strength of Veera Shaiva 
system as also try to do everything possible to strengthen 
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the arms of Allamma Prabhu and Basavanna that would 
be the actual demonstration of his love and regard for 
Mahadevi. Rasavanti also had a very big part to play in 
this programme. Somehow or other Akka convinced 
them that this was the most proper way to behave and 
succeeded in sending them back home. She resumed her 
walk towards Srishailam. 

Thus this young sannyasini walked up and down the 
terrible and dangerous regions of the mountain. But she 
didn’t feel any fear at all. One night she had to spend 
inside a lonely cave on the mountain side. As soon as 
darkness settled in, a fierce looking tiger established 
itself in front of the cave looking at her with hungry 
eyes. Perhaps this body might be able to appease the 
hunger of this wild animal—that’s good. Thinking like 
that she closed her eyes and got immersed in deep 
contemplation. In the morning Devi opened her eyes. 
The tiger had gone. Perhaps it didn’t like this body. 

The trek continued. There in the distance the golden 
dome of the building was glistening in the sun. It was 
late, the sun was already hot. After completing the 
morning worship and service the poojaris were sitting 
here and there chatting. Devotees and pilgrims were 
also sitting around in clusters singing hymns or 
meditating. Mahadevi entered the temple. No one was 
inside. The sun god had already reached the central point 
of the sky. What a good fortune—the sun god thought. 
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In order that I could be a witness to the beautiful event 
that is going to take place, Lord Mahadeva waited till I 
reached the zenith. All the statues of gods and 
goddesses, of birds and animals and of the male and 
female devotees on the walls around the shrine gained 
life and stood with eyes open glued on the sanctum 
sanctorum. Those who were holding musical instruments 
began to pass their fingers on them tuning a celestial 
melody. All together combined to echo and re-echo of 
the original sound of OM. The mild breeze quietly 
distributed everywhere around the aroma it had collected 
from down below. 

Mahadevi reached the main door of the shrine. “Lord 
of all gods, Mallikarjuna, my Lord and Master, at last this 
one has reached Your feet.” Devi’s voice cracked “My 
Lord, You made this simple woman jump and skip 
around just like the monkey is made to show acrobatics 
following the movements of the owner’s stick. I played 
willingly as You made me do, spoke as You made me 
speak. O magician playing with the machine of this 
universe, You of the hue of the jasmine flower, I played 
and ran around willingly and obediently till You asked me 
to stop.” 

Devi looked inside with tired eyes. “What! Is it true 
and real what I see in front of me! In the end My Lord 
Shiva is pleased with His devotee and will not keep me 
away pulling me through more and more tests? My 
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friend, look, can’t you see! Those eyes brimming over 
with tenderness and love are turned towards me and not 
towards you, only me, me, this Mahadevi, I am coming, 
I am coming, O Lord, into those outstretched arms.” 

“My Lord Mallikarjuna...”, that call resounded 
through every nook and corner of the temple. All the 
gods and goddesses danced in joy. Human community 
was petrified. It echoed and re-echoed through the 
valleys and across the peaks of the mountains. Mahadevi 
got merged in Mahadeva. 

Something extraordinary had occurred. The people 
sitting in the temple courtyard ran inside, bewildered and 
curious, but nothing was clear enough. Oh, look inside 
the shrine, skirting the shivalinga, the deity inside, is an 
animal skin wet and dirty. Wasn’t this the piece of 
material that was around Mahadevi’s body? But where 
is she? They looked at each other, called in a low voice, 
‘Mahadevi’! No reply. Silence gave them the answer. 

Sati got merged in her pathi?. 


9 Pathi — Husband, Lord and Master 
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CATHERINE OF SIENA 


After going a little further he realized that his sister 
was not with him. He turned round. At a distance far 
behind there stood his sister staring mutely at the top of 
the spire of the Church. He also looked, but didn’t see 
anything. His sister’s face indicated that she was looking 
at something strange. The little boy was terrified. He 
shouted to her in a loud voice, but got no response. He 
ran to her side and shook her. “Sister, come quick, it is 
getting late. Mother will certainly scold us.” He began to 
drag her when she trembled a little and then lowered her 
head. The eyes slowly turned towards him. But he found 
a deep sense of sorrow or anguish on her face. And that 
wonderful smile she had before had disappeared. He 
did not say anything, but when the sister gave him a 
smile now, he was relieved. The girl quickly walked 
towards their home as if nothing untoward had happened. 

The boy very soon forgot everything, but this was an 


event that opened up a new chapter in Catherine’s life. 
x # OK 
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Siena is an old city, set in a beautiful valley sprawling 
among three hills, at about eighty miles outside Rome. It 
was on March 25, 1347 that Caterina Benincasa was 
born. Benincasa and his wife Lapa had twenty five 
children. In the twenty fourth delivery twins were born. 
Caterina was one of them. Her twin sister was very 
unhealthy by birth and passed away not long after. 
Hence mother Lapa had a special love towards Caterina, 
always afraid if she also would bid adieu soon. But as 
the baby gained strength in her limbs, mother Lapa felt 
happy. The little girl had a very pleasing appearance and 
so stole the heart and soul of all their neighbours. 

When Caterina was six years old mother Lapa one 
day sent her and her brother Stephano to the house of 
their sister. She was living with her family at the far end 
of the city. During their return walk home Caterina had 
a strange experience. As they neared the Church of the 
Dominican Friars little Caterina happened to look up. Lo! 
There she saw set against the afterflow of the sunset a 
wonderful throne on which Jesus was seated. He was 
wearing gorgeous clothes. Saints Peter, Paul and John 
were attending on him. When the little girl gaped in 
wonder Jesus raised his hand with two fingers up and 
smiled at her. Just then her panic-stricken brother 
brought her back to ordinary consciousness. Filled with 
awe and joy she cherished the memory of this vision 
within her heart and did not divulge it to anyone. Later 
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she confided in the priest about her experience. The man 
was stunned. 

Slowly changes began to happen in Catherine’s life. 
She was interested only in pastimes centered around 
saints and the Son of God. Even at the age of six she 
behaved like a mature woman. Her friends, impressed 
by her sweetness and piety, were drawn towards her 
and began to imitate her ways of behaviour. 

Sri Ramakrishna used to say that one should do 
spiritual practices in ‘Bane, Mane, Kone’—that is, ‘In 
the forest, in the mind or in the corner of the house’. 
Away from the hub and noise of the day-to-day world 
one should retire into some secluded place and practise 
sadhana. This is an age old maxim put down in the world 
of spirituality. Catherine somehow had sensed this. One 
day she packed some food and went out of the city 
looking for a lonely place. She reached an isolated area 
full of big rocks scattered around. She found a cave 
among them. She had heard about hermits practising 
meditation in solitude. She also wanted to become a 
hermit. She entered the cave and sat down for prayer. 
Her innocent mind left the outside world behind and 
lifted itself up in the thoughts of God. Hours were flying- 
by. Dusk came creeping in. Then our little ascetic 
became aware of her surroundings. She looked around. 
She was frightened. She called the name of God aloud. 
Shortly she found herself standing inside the gates of the 
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city. She hurried home. Her mother had thought that the 
little girl had gone to visit her elder sister, so did not ask 
her any question. But that was the end of her attempt at 
becoming a hermit. 

From that day’s meditation Catherine came to know 
two things—one, that it was not yet time for her to 
immerse in hard austerities, two, that the place for her 
spiritual practices was her father’s home itself. There 
was no need for her to look for a convent where other 
huns were staying. Alright, she decided once for all to 
dedicate her whole life for the service of the Lord. One 
day, during her prayer she placed a vow in front of the 
Lord. “My Lord, I am placing my vow before You and 
Your Son. In this life I will not accept a partner. I'll try 
my best to lead a life pure and innocent.” By this she 
became God’s forever. Her interest was particularly in 
the lifestyle and asceticism of Saint Dominic. Very good, 
let that be my life style also—she decided. Many in the 
household noticed the little ascetic sitting for long periods 
immersed in deep meditation in a comer of that huge 
building. Recently she had given up fish and meat during 
her meals. She was eating only bread and vegetables. 
They were puzzled. 

One day Lapa became very angry with Catherine for 
something and scolded her a lot, in the midst of which 
she used some words of cursing. That night, the little girl 
could not sleep. When morning came the cyclone inside 
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her had abated. Very seriously she approached her mother 
and pleaded to her, “My dear mother, if I do something 
wrong you can, by all means, scold me. That will help 
me not to repeat the mistake again. But I would like to 
request you not to use these cursing words at me. It does 
not befit your age. Also, it burns my heart.” Lapa stood 
there with mouth agape. The strange phenomenon that 
a little wisp of this girl giving advice to her, so aged and 
experienced in life, must be truly due to the special grace 
of God. She fell into deep thought. 


* OK OK 


Catherine reached the age of twelve. As per the 
custom that existed in Italy in those days, this was the 
age for arranging her marriage. But Catherine was not 
agreeing to it. Also, she refused to be bedecked in 
attractive clothes or to wear ornaments. Still, to keep 
peace in the household, she wore some adornments. 
But some inner voice gave her a waming again and 
again that the Lord of her life was not happy that she 
succumbed to such attractive ways of life and luxury. 
During that time one of her older sisters who was closest 
to her, passed away. This hurt her deeply. Still she looked 
upon it as an act of blessing from Providence. Wasn’t 
her unwarranted love towards her sister standing till now 
as an obstacle between her and God? God himself 
removed this blockage and cleared the path. Catherine 
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increased the severity of her penances and prayers. 
Mother Lapa had been closely observing the changes 
that were creeping into the life of her dear child. She 
sought the help of everybody in the household with a 
view to chalk out a plan of campaign to war against her. 
One day she even brought in a Dominican friar into the 
scene. The friar had a serious conversation with the girl. 
She made him understand that she had already 
surrendered her everything at the feet of God and now 
there was nothing left in her to present before the priest. 
The man was astonished at the young girl’s 
determination, purity and mental calibre. He felt that this 
was a Saintly person born to work out a mighty task for 
the Lord of the universe. He could not succeed in 
changing the attitude of the girl as had been anticipated 
and wanted by mother Lapa. Yet he decided to test her 
once more. He said, “Very good. Now you have to 
prove that your intention is genuine and sincere. Do you 
dare to cut off the abundant growth of the beautiful hair 
decorating your head?” She faced the challenge 
unhesitatingly. One day secretly she removed the 
beautiful crown of golden hair from her head. In order 
to save a sudden commotion in the household she began 
to cover her head with a piece of cloth. But mother 
Lapa understood that something strange was taking place 
in the person of Catherine. One day accidentally the 
piece of cloth flew off and revealed the girls’ bare head. 
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The poor lady received a thunderbolt in her heart. The 
whole household was convulsed with confusion and 
anger. Each one in his or her own way started harassing 
her. Still, during the nights she tried to spend as much 
time as possible in quiet contemplation. Even in the midst 
of this terrible storm her heart enjoyed a heavenly calm 
and serenity. 

The inner awakening that came upon her in the 
silence of the cave in the outskirts of the city began to 
be brought into focus by Catherine through putting it into 
practice. That is, she began to look upon her parental 
home as a temple, her father Benincasa as Jesus Christ 
and mother Lapa as Virgin Mary. It was one day, during 
this period, that Benincasa happened to see a white dove 
flying around over the head of Catherine who was 
immersed in deep meditation. Having come to know 
about the saintliness and divinity in their child, the whole 
household started regarding her with respect and 
devotion. The father even arranged a small beautiful 
room underneath the kitchen which could serve as a 


prayer room for his daughter. 
xk OK 


One day Catherine had a vision. She saw in front of 
her all the prominent saints belonging to each and every 
denomination of Christianity. Pointing to each one of 
them the Lord of the universe asked her to choose one 
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from among them. It was towards Saint Dominic that she 
turned her eyes. Then that saint moved towards her and 
presented her with the special dress of his Order. He told 
her, “My child, be happy. Don’t pay much attention to 
the difficulties that will confront you. Keep your courage 
intact. Very soon you will get the dress that you want to 
put on.” Unable to contain herself Catherine burst into 
tears. Suddenly she woke up. She understood that the 
time had come now to announce to her family about her 
aim in life. At the earliest possible opportunity she called 
all the members of her family together and explained to 
them in detail about her life and mission. She declared 
that she had already become God’s. Realising that no 
power on this earth would be able to deter his child from 
her intention, Benincasa passed a rule. From today 
onwards Catherine had full freedom for conducting 
prayers, meditation and contemplation according to her 
desire and she could live and behave as per the dictates 
of Jesus Christ, the Lord of her heart. No one was to 
prevent her. Catherine was very happy. 

Even the Son of God had searched for isolated and 
solitary places to perform spiritual practices. Hence, in 
order to talk privately with the Lord and to place her 
pleadings and prayers at His feet freely and secretly 
Catherine found out a small room a little far away from 
the main part of the house. Some pictures took their 
places on the walls. A small table and a chair came in. 
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In the corner there was no mattress to lie on, just a 
wooden plank with a block of wood to serve as pillow. 
Very few things she used for food—bread, water and 
raw vegetables. Cutting down the period of sleep it 
became two hours in forty eight. In later years she used 
to comment, “That was the greatest ordeal.” 

Watching the room and lifestyle of her daughter 
quietly and silently from outside mother Lapa’s heart 
began to break into pieces. The ascetic practices of the 
little girl were only on the increase as days went by. 
Persuasions and pleadings for that to be modified a little 
fell on deaf ears. 

We now understand that the main idea of little 
Catherine was to join the Order of Saint Dominic. The 
nuns of that Order used to dress in black and white. 
They did not have a convent for community life. Most of 
the nuns were aged widows and each lived with her own 
family. Hence they accepted only those women as their 
members who had matured through life’s experiences. 
Catherine was very sad, but this only helped her to 
increase the severity of her spiritual practices. She 
approached these ladies again and again pleading to be 
admitted into their fold, but to no avail. 

Suddenly one day Catherine became very ill. Her 
mother was sitting beside her with tears flowing from 
her eyes. Catherine told her, “Mother, if you sincerely 
wish that I should be relieved of this illness you must 


41 


somehow or other get for me a dress of the Sisters of 
Penance. If I wear any other dress the great Lord and 
our Saint Dominic will take me away from here and I 
will be lost to you.” This time, hearing the persistent 
pleadings of mother Lapa, some members of the 
monastic community came to the house of Benincasa. 
They were surprised to see in the little girl the maturity 
and spiritual height that came to one as a result of long 
years of hard asceticism. Her beauty had been marred 
by the pock marks of small pox. That also was good. 
The ladies felt that if this girl came into their monastic 
fold even the other members would be greatly benefitted. 
Respecting their recommendation, the authorities decided 
to give Catherine Benincasa their dress. Historically this 
was the first time in their Order that sannyasa was given 
to someone who was unmarried. But very soon many 


young girls became attracted and joined the Order. 
* Ok * 


The principle put forth by the great teachers to prompt 
people to enter into social service, has been “For one’s 
own liberation and the welfare of mankind.” That means 
that one should engage oneself in doing service to others 
promoting their welfare and through that chalk one’s path 
towards God-realization. The motto of the life of 
Catherine Benincasa, now an ordained nun of the 
Dominican System, also turned over to dedicating her 
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life for saving souls burning in the fire of worldly 
miseries. The ideal of the life of Jesus also was 
unwarranted love for the Father along with sympathy 
and feeling for His creation. Catherine came to know of 
this through her prayers. This was to be her path also. 
In her famous book ‘Dialogue’ Catherine asks, “Do you 
think that the iron nails would have been capable of 
keeping the Son of God on the Cross if love had not 
acted its part?” Though she hadn’t undergone the 
ceremonial rituals pertaining to the Sannyasa ceremony, 
she observed everyone of them meticulously. The 
following three years were spent in continuous prayer, 
contemplation and severe penances. In the midst of the 
wealth and luxury of her father’s home Catherine spent 
her days in utter poverty. The polestar of her life was 
the saying “He who loves me will be loved by my Father. 
I also will love him. I will reveal to him my real form 
also.” During her hours of prayer many a time she 
experienced the truth of these words of the Son of God. 
Later those words she uttered in her confession. 
Raymond of Capua bears witness to these utterances, 
“Father, whatever knowledge I gained about liberation 
was not given by any human being. The revelations and 
understanding—the Lord and Master of my life provided 
me with them. He used to talk to me just as I am talking 
to you.” Later when matters concerning the Catholic 
world and Church came up she was instructed in many 
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ways by the Lord Himself—Catherine affirmed this. 

God instructed Catherine about the method of 
distinguishing between God-given visions and revelations 
and those which were the outcome of one’s own ego. 
Those prompted by the Lord create only fear in the 
heart of the devotee, but later would turn into joy and 
peace. On the other hand if it were born out of one’s 
own imagination, pleasure would sprout, which later 
would transform itself into fear and bewilderment. 

Secondly, if the vision is a result of God’s grace it will 
lead the devotee’s mind into absolute contentment. The 
conviction that one can’t do anything on his own, but 
everything will happen only according to God’s will and 
oneself does not have any voice in the matter becomes 
firmly fixed in his heart. In Sri Ramakrishna’s words: 
“One is only the machine, the working power behind it 
is the Lord. On the other hand if the vision is one’s own 
creation the aspirant’s heart would get filled up with 
arrogance and pride.” Catherine took heed of these two 
warnings and kept herself alert. Still the beneficent Lord 
continued to instruct His dear child about many abstruse 
principles and laws of spiritual life and also its many 
secrets. 

God reminded Catherine many a time that humility 
was the first step on the spiritual path. One day she 
heard a voice, “My child, you have to understand who 
you are and who I am. If you can be convinced of these 
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two you will be blessed. The truth is that you do not 
exist, you are an illusion, whereas the only truth is “I 
AM”. Once this truth is etched deeply on your mind 
there will be nothing on this earth which can frighten 
you. Also it will be impossible for you to do anything 
against My will. By God’s grace truthfulness and peace 
will come to you naturally.” Ages ago when God spoke 
to Moses from the wild shrub the very same words had 
been used by Him. Then He had said, “Go and tell the 
people of Israel that ‘I AM’ instructed you to give them 
this message.” 

Another trait that God taught Catherine was 
forbearance. He said, “My daughter, if you wish to 
cultivate forbearance you imitate Me. You adopt the 
Cross as your armour, then it will enable you to win 
victory over all your enemies. Hence choose it quickly. 
Not only that you put up with patience all the tests and 
troubles that will confront you, but rather go forward and 
meet and embrace them with joy. They are perpetual 
treasures. The more you go through the travails and 
miseries in My name the more speedily you will 
approach Me and the more you will be able to love Me. 
As much as you can imitate Me in putting up with your 
troubles, so much the grace of God and honour will 
increase in you. So you must look upon bitter things as 
sweet and sweet things as bitter. One thing you believe 
firmly. There will be no lack of strength in you.” From 
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that day onwards Catherine began to see her sorrows and 
troubles as blessings and to accept them with pleasure. 

The illusive power of God spread before Catherine a 
number of temptations. But she did not surrender to any 
one of them. The weapons of warfare she used were 
humility, forbearance and absolute surrender at God’s 
feet. One day God appeared in her heart which had 
faced these challenges boldly and won victory over 
them. He consoled her. Immediately Catherine asked 
Him, “Lord, during the periods when my heart was 
shaken to its roots by these inimical powers where had 
you gone? 

God: I was fully present in your heart. 

Catherine: Lord, You are the Truth of truths. I very 
humbly prostrate myself at Your feet. How can I believe 
that when all these dirty and devastating thoughts were 
having their devilish dance within me, You were present 
there? . 

God: Alright, when these thoughts and temptations 
were assailing you, did you feel pleasure or sadness? 

Catherine: Oh, only sorrow and pain. 

God: Yes, you had sorrow, you had pain, wasn’t it so? 
What was the reason for that? I was hidden in your 
heart. That’s the reason. If I were not present there, 
these pleasurable thoughts and temptations would have 
soaked you in gladness. But My presence enabled you to 
put up with them bravely and drive them out easily.” 
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God disappeared. Catherine’s heart revelled in a fit of 


uncontrollable joy and blessedness. 
KOK OK 


Girls in those days were not allowed to learn reading 
and writing in Italy. But prompted by God, Catherine 
trained herself in acquiring skill in them. Catherine’s 
handwriting was superb. 

To convince her that this young ascetic was very 
close to His heart, God told her, “I am going to wed you 
in faith.” Every time she prayed to the Lord to make her 
faith and surrendering mentality stronger and firmer this 
was the reply she always got from Him. When all around 
the people were enjoying to their fill the festivities and 
pleasures of different types before the Easter fasting, 
Catherine prayed, sitting in her small room, for those 
lambs who were swimming in the sea of the worldly 
enjoyments, completely forgetting the Lord. 

God appeared before her and spoke to her, “Giving up 
entirely your interest in worldly pleasures, you have been 
keeping your mind solely on Me, haven’t you? When all 
the members of your family are immersed in enjoying 
very low worldly pleasures, eating and drinking, I am 
going to bind you to Me forever through the divine 
marriage. To prove that these My words are true, I am 
accepting you as My spiritual bride at this moment itself.” 
Catherine looked around. She found she was not alone. 
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God pointed out to her Mother Mary standing nearby, 
enveloped in a divine radiance. Along with the Divine 
Mother were St. John, St. Paul, St. Dominic and Prophet 
David—sufficient number of witnesses indeed! The 
wedding was excellent. As soon as the ceremony was 
over the Son of God placed a kiss on Catherine’s lips. 
Her whole body was thrilled. The ring that the great 
Lord slipped on to her finger was invisible to ordinary 
eyes, yet shone as a spiritual support and inspiration to 
her till the end. 

The Lord instructed Catherine to put her efforts, from 
now on, in bringing closer to Him the people who were 
suffering in the world, wayward and lost. Poor girl! She 
was stunned. How could a young, immature girl achieve 
this? Still she reasoned that absolute love for God meant 
that it should include within itself love for the neighbour 
too. She found that she couldn’t rest without doing 
anything in that matter. Her heart overflowed with 
universal love. She remembered the Lord’s words, 
“When I came hungry, you gave me food. When I came 
thirsty you gave me something to drink. You welcomed 
Me, a stranger. You covered Me with a cloth when I 
came to you naked. You nursed Me during My sickness. 
I tell you the truth—all the acts of service that you 
rendered to the meanest of My brethren were all done 
to Me.” This became the fundamental principle for 
Catherine’s method of service. The plague of 1372-74 
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House of Saint Catherine 


49 


hte es ne is 


Wrens 


Vithoba Temple, Pandarpur (Inset: Vithoba) 


Thiruvalangadu Temple, 
(Inset: Karaikkal Ammaiyar ) 


that devastated Italy did great damage to the people. 
Catherine gathered around her a group of helpers 
composed of the young and old, men and women, the 
rich and the poor. They were known around as 
‘Catherine’s family’. They worked untiringly towards 
reaching medicines, food and all other amenities out to 
the people suffering from the disease. It was a great 
success. 


The Lord had another important task too kept for 
Catherine to do. It was the year 1374. The whole of 
Europe was writhing in agony under the devil’s dance. 
Hunger for power, contempt for rules and regulations, a 
loose ruling system, lust for pleasure etc. were dragging 
the organization and Churches under the Pope towards 
abject degradation. Above all this, the Master of the 
universe was extremely angry with the world. Pope 
Gregory XI had left Rome and moved to Avignon in the 
French territory. The foreign Cardinals surrounding him 
were tyrannizing over the poor populace. No food in the 
country. Neither was food allowed to come from the 
neighbouring places under the Pope. 

The people at last rose up in anger. A good number 
of cities stood up challenging the Pope’s authority, 
gathering under Florence, Catherine’s own city. All this 
broke her heart. The Catholic Church is the bride of 
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God. The Pope is God’s sole representative. Catherine 
found it unbearable that leaving the divine city which 
was the residence of God Himself, the Pope had moved 
to a foreign region. The Pope sent some messengers and 
representatives to Italy trying to establish peace. But in 
the ensuing clash that occurred in Florence many of 
them were killed. Florence was declared the culprit. The 
Church doors in Florence were closed. The bells 
became silent. Prayers stopped. No preaching took 
place. It was at this juncture that a tiny angel appeared 
on the horizon of the Catholic world holding the torch of 
God’s message of peace. 

When most of the families in Siena got engulfed in 
misery and worry due to mutual quarrels, Catherine 
Benincasa brought them all to amicability spreading her 
message of peace. This was only an introduction for her 
to perform a much higher task in a much larger region. 

When the revolt took place in Florence Catherine 
was in Pisa. With a burmming heart saddened by the 
degradation of the Church, Catherine became 
emboldened enough to write a letter directly to the Pope. 
In that letter she emphasized on the point that it was the 
duty and responsibility of the Pope, as a real Shepherd, 
to bring and keep close to the Church the little lambs that 
had strayed away from it due to disaster and ignorance. 
The Cardinals and Bishops should be chosen according 
to their merits. Nothing worldly should be taken into 
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account as the measuring rod. These letters instilled 
courage and inspiration in the heart of the Pope. In one 
of her letters she blamed vehemently the Church 
authorities who were immersed in pleasures and selfish 
interests thereby dragging the entire Church into decline 
and degradation, by squeezing out everything from the 
poverty-stricken common people. 

In the year 1376 the people of Florence suddenly 
awakened to the reality of the situation. They came 
forward wishing to bring about a truce with Pope 
Gregory XI. They approached Catherine with the 
request that she travel to Avignon and beg for his pardon 
in their name. Catherine immediately started on her 
journey. My dear reader, just think of the strangeness of 
the situation. Even in the modern era the Catholic 
authorities are not prepared to allow women to occupy 
the higher positions in the Church. But six hundred 
years ago a young lady saint, only twenty-nine years old, 
approached the mighty person of the Pope to plead for 
pardon for the Catholic world which had strayed away 
along wrongful paths. What courage! What faith! 
Catherine entered the great hall where the mighty 
powerful men were seated around the Pope. The Pope 
received her with respect. Catherine described to the 
Pope how his little lambs were suffering misery and 
sorrow and were now begging for pardon. They were 
tormented by extreme repentance. The Pope said, “I too 
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wish that reconciliation should be reached. I now bestow 
upon you the full responsibility of conducting my entire 
correspondence regarding this matter. Only please 
remember and protect the dignity of the Church.” 
Influenced by powerful Church authorities and the 
government, Gregory XI had been living in a foreign 
country instead of settling in Rome. Now he decided to 
move into God’s city, inspired by the prayers of this 
young woman. Catherine’s task was over. She once 
again got immersed in her service activities as before, 
after returning home. 

Catherine understood that it was high time to wind up 
all the activities of her present life. Every moment of the 
rest of her life she spent inside her tiny room. It was at 
this time that she began to write her important work 
‘DIALOGUE’. The secretaries sitting around her took 
down in black and white the wonderful words oozing out 
of her, and many times she became immersed in Bhava 
Samadhi. That was how this famous work took shape. 
Catherine decided to spend the rest of her life solely in 
contemplation of the feet of God, keeping her mind 
entirely free from the trammels of this world. Her frail 
body, a prey to various attacks of diseases, apart from 
being subjected to innumerable fiery ordeals, became 
incapable of keeping her soul inside it any longer. On 
April 29, 1380 her body collapsed just like a torn and 
used up cloth. Her last words were, “O Lord, I offer my 
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soul into your hands. 
when ate breathed her lost. 

Pope Pius II named Catherine Rome’s second Patron 
Saint. Pope Pius XII made her the Patron of Italy—on 
an equal footing with St. Francis of Assisi. Recently 
Pope Paul VI had included Catherine’s name into the list 
of the Doctors of the Church. Catherine of Siena and 
Teresa of Avila adorn very important places among the 
famous theologians of the Church. 

The most important advice of Catherine was: ‘‘There 
are two realms: one of the world-of sin and death; the 
second of love-self-denial and life. Selfishness, ego is the 
doorway to the kingdom of death; the doorway to the 
kingdom of God being Jesus, the Word. He who is 
steeped in self lives in the perishing world and is lost. 
He who takes refuge in Jesus is established in the 
Eternal and becomes free.” 


Catherine was only 33 year old 
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KARAIKKAL AMMAITYAR 


The ordinary devotee believes that Mahadeva, Lord 
of Kailas, is easily pleased, but is liable to be angry all 
of a sudden at the slightest deviation on the part of His 
devotees from the path of righteousness. Also, people 
think that in the programme of creation, preservation and 
destruction, Sree Parameshwara is in control of the 
destruction aspect. So, the ordinary public looks upon 
Him as the Great Destroyer. But that is not the case. In 
fact, He the Lord of Yoga and who is the embodiment 
of renunciation is not destroying things, but only 
reconstructing them. This body of ours becomes worn 
out in course of time like an over-used piece of cloth, 
due to age or diseases or for some other reason. Then 
the great compassionate Lord takes away the useless 
covering and provides us with a fresh and more useful 
garment of a body around the soul. Thus Lord 
Parameshwara is yearning to bring all souls towards His 
blessed feet in the course of time. In His loving eyes 
there is no distinction between the rich and the poor, 
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between man and woman, between the human and the 
animal. The ornament around His neck is made up of the 
decaying and useless skulls of devotees. If come under 
the gaze of human beings death will be certain for snakes. 
These poor things have found protection around the wrist 
of the Great Lord. Shiva roams around in the silence of 
the grave yards, and in the eternal serenity of the snow- 
clad mountains. Among the great devotees of Sri 
Mahadeva who is always engaged in looking after the 
welfare and spiritual progress of His favourites, four 
women have become well-known through the songs of 
Sundaranayanar, the well-known Tamil saint. Here we 
will try to peep into the life of one of them, Karaikkal 
Amma, who lived between the fourth and sixth centuries. 
The great epic Periya Puranam provides us with the 


details of this great yogini. 
* OK OK 


Many merchant families lived in the harbour city of 
Karaikkal which was in the Madras State. Dhanadatta 
was one of the most important among them. He was the 
chief of the Vaisya' community of that place and was 
immensely rich. In course of time a daughter was born 
to him. The father named her Punithavati which means 
‘one who is pure and blessed.’ The little girl grew up into 


' Business community 
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a beautiful young woman endowed with modesty, 
affection and purity. She had great devotion towards 
Lord Shiva. Her lips could be seen uttering the name of 
the Lord continuously. She has mentioned in her 
compositions of later years that devotion to Lord 
Mahadeva was deeply rooted within her since her early 
childhood. 

Punithavati slowly reached maturity. It was time to 
find a suitable bridegroom for her. Dhanadatta’s eyes fell 
on the young Paramadatta, the son of a prosperous 
merchant in another of those harbour cities. Both the 
families were happy. The marriage was celebrated with 
great pomp and ceremony. But Dhanadatta found it 
difficult to let his favourite daughter, his one and only 
one offspring, leave him and go to a distant place with 
her husband. Therefore he built a huge mansion near his 
own house provided with all kinds of facilities for a life 
of pleasure. He prompted the newly married couple to 
occupy that place. He also helped Paramadatta with all 
kinds of arrangements to conduct a promising business. 
Paramadatta was also happy to stay in Karaikkal with 
his pretty wife. 

Days, months and years went by. Along with serving 
her husband to his heart’s content, she found that 
gradually her heart was moving more and more towards 
the thoughts of Lord Shiva. As soon as she espied a 
Shaiva mendicant standing at the gate, her heart jumped 


58 


with joy. She would never feel contented in whichever 
way she entertained him—like offering clothes, 
diamonds, money or food. Though Paramadatta was not 
interested in these things, he never said a word against 
her activities. 

One day Paramadatta was sitting in his shop. Some 
of his friends came in and talked with him on business 
matters. When taking their leave they presented him with 
two beautiful mangoes. After the visitors left, 
Paramadatta sent home the two mangoes with a servant. 
Punithavati kept the mangoes safely in the kitchen 
thinking that they could be served to her husband when 
he came home for his noon-meal. Just then she heard 
the chanting of ‘Shiva, Shiva...’ from the gate. There 
was a Shaiva mendicant standing there. It was an old 
sannyasi with sunken stomach due to hunger, tired eyes 
and a body reduced to only skin and bones. The lady ran 
inside and brought water to wash his feet. A leaf was 
spread for his meals. Only then did she remember that 
as it was too early, she had cooked only rice. No other 
curry was there. What to do now? Alright, let him have 
one of those mangoes to squeeze out on to the rice. The 
meal also would be very enjoyable. The old man ate his 
food with great relish. He praised Punithavati for her 
love, hospitality and compassion, thanked her and left the 
place. Punithavati felt blessed. 
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At noon, Paramadatta suspended his work for some 
time and came home to have lunch. After a wash he sat 
down to his meal. Suddenly he remembered the mangoes. 
Punithavati immediately brought the mango for him, 
which she had kept carefully under a pot. On how tasty! 
The master of the house wanted the other also for 
himself. Poor Punithavati, she was in a fix. Still without 
showing any consternation on her face she went inside. 
How could she deceive her husband who loved her with 
all his heart? With a burning heart she called Lord Shiva 
crying for help. Wonder of wonders! Unable to see the 
heart-burn of His favourite daughter, the Lord 
immediately placed a mango in her hands similar to the 
other. Overwhelmed by wonder she thanked the Lord 
from the bottom of her heart and served the mango on 
her husband’s plate. Paramadatta ate that also. But, 
what! This does not seem similar to the other I gave her 
earlier! This is producing a heavenly sweetness in my 
heart combined with inexplicable contentment. 
Paramadatta asked his wife for the truth behind this 
second mango. Punithavati was in great distress. 

How could she divulge to somebody else—even if it 
be her dear husband—that as an answer to her prayer 
Lord Shiva benignly had given her this mango? A real 
devotee would never like to tell others about the blessings 
and compassion that the Lord of his/her heart showers 
on that person. That is a secret contract between the 
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worshipper and the Lord. A sincere devotee never likes 
anybody even to peep into that region. Still it was not 
correct to hide anything from the husband who loved and 
doted on her. She came to a decision at once. She told 
the whole story to her husband. Paramadatta was 
stunned. If this was true, he insisted that she should 
produce one more fruit for him. Poor Punithavati—she 
spoke to the Lord about her helplessness. Look, there 
appeared another mango of the same variety in her hand. 
She handed it over to Paramadatta. But the moment his 
hand came into contact with it, the mango disappeared. 

Paramadatta trembled with fear. “The person who is 
standing before me in the guise of my wife is surely not 
a human being. She is undoubtedly a goddess, perhaps 
Mother Parvati Herself! From now on I should not look 
upon her as my wife”. Such thoughts passed through his 
mind, but he didn’t reveal them to anyone. As usual he 
spent his days, waiting for a chance to get out of 
Karaikkal. 

Paramadatta didn’t have to wait for long. In those 
days the prominent merchants of Tamil Nadu went 
outside the land and traded with foreigners, travelling 
through the sea. Following the trend Paramadatta also 
got some suitable ships built, loaded them with articles 
for sale and left home on an auspicious day. His business 
went off well. During his return journey he reached the 
Pandya country. He liked the place very much. He had 
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a beautiful building constructed in a nice area, the 
necessary shops also, and then started trading from 
there. Soon he married a local girl and got a daughter 
from her. Respecting the memory of his first wife who 
was a holy woman, Paramadatta named his daughter 
Punithavati. No one in Karaikkal got a hint about this 
new development in Paramadatta’s life. 

Punithavati, in her home, was attending to all the 
trading business and household duties peacefully and 
calmly, waiting for her husband’s return. In the course of 
time news about the second marriage and new life of 
Paramadatta reached Karaikkal. The relatives of 
Punithavati were furious and sent messengers to 
Madurai to find out the truth. They came back with the 
news that the story was true. Her people immediately 
took her to Madurai in a palanquin. On reaching the 
gates of the city, they sent word to Paramadatta that 
Punithavati had come there. Paramadatta came running 
accompanied by his wife and child. He fell at her feet 
saying, “Only because of your grace that this man is still 
living. I have given your sacred name to my baby too.” 
Punithavati was stunned and moved aside. Her relatives 
were filled with anger. They shouted, “What are you 
doing? On the public road in front of so many people, 
how do you dare to fall at the feet of your wife and 
prostrate before her?” Paramadatta told them, “You 
people think that this person who is standing here is an 
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ordinary woman. The fact is, it is not so. She is Goddess 
incarnate, I had a wonderful vision of the truth sometime 
ago. As soon as I discovered her real form, I left her. 
Her name I gave to my little child. I have worshipped 
her feet by offering pranams, you people also do the 
same.” The relatives stood rooted to the spot. 
Punithavati was in great distress. These people had 
discovered her reality. If she spent more time in the 
company of these people, her spiritual life would be badly 
affected. 

She fixed her heart on the feet of Lord Shiva and 
prayed, “O Lord, don’t you see the behaviour of this 
man who was my husband! Just to please him I have 
been keeping this body of mine fit and pretty. All that has 
become useless now. Even this body itself need not be 
anymore. Please be gracious enough to grant me the 
ugly, distorted form of your goblins with all the flesh 
sunken and shrivelled, but fit enough to dance for ever 
around Your form.” Right in front of the onlookers all the 
muscles in that tender body got shrunk and there stood 
before them an old woman of fearful appearance. But 
the glory of the great soul residing inside it began to 
come out with thousand fold brilliance. All the people 
around fell down on the dusty road and made pranams 
to her. Beautiful hymns glorifying Lord Shiva began to 
pour out from her. The devotees of Tamil Nadu, even 
today, chant with great devotion her compositions, 
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‘Arputa Thiruvanthadi’ and ‘Thiruvurattai Maniralai’ of 
twenty stanzas each. 

Days went by. Karaikkal Ammaiyar spent her days 
joyfully in her ugly form. The connection with her family 
ended the moment she lost her external beauty. Now 
she had only one ambition—she wanted to have a direct 
audience with Lord Mahadeva sitting on the top of the 
Mount Kailas, escorted by Goddess Parvati. With 
intense yearning and aspiration, the devotee started her 
arduous journey towards the north. Passing through 
dense forests, fast flowing rivers, cities and ranges of 
mountains she reached the foothills of the Himalayas in 
course of time. All those who came in to contact with 
this fearful looking lady were frightened and ran away. 
But the devotee, quite unaware of these, reached her 
destination peacefully. Now that foremost of the lovers 
of God found herself confronted with a great obstacle. 
Doubts assailed her, “Ts it correct to pollute with the dust 
of my feet the holy mountain, the abode of Shiva?” 
Never, never. She put her head down on the ground, held 
the feet up and began climbing the mountain slowly. The 
readers of this could be wondering if this was possible. 
Yes, it was and Ammaiyar did it. Also hasn’t it been 
mentioned that the grace of God Almighty makes the 
dumb eloquent and the lame climb mountains! There is 
nothing impossible that pure bhakti can’t achieve. 

Lord Shiva presiding over the whole world was sitting 
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on the Himalayan peaks with Goddess Uma by His side. 
Suddenly the Mother Goddess was horrified to see a 
distorted and ugly figure of a human being with feet in 
the air and head on the ground moving towards them. 
“Lord, the devotion that prompted this lady to come up 
to Your abode in this fashion is unthinkably great.” The 
Lord replied, “This lady is the same person who used to 
sing hymns and songs with heartfelt devotion and love. 
She prayed to me and obtained this frightful form.” By 
this time Karaikkal Amma had reached the feet of the 
Lord of the Universe. Immediately Lord Parameshwara 
greeted her calling her ‘Mother’. On her part Punithavati 
made a full prostration at His feet addressing Him as 
‘Father’. The Lord of Creation now told her, “Whichever 
boon you desire, ask me.” With folded hands Punithavati 
answered, “Lord, may I not have any more birth. Or if 
You wish to drag me down through another birth on to 
the face of this earth, please grant me the permission to 
remain near Your Holy Feet ever and always watch You 
whenever You perform Your Dance of Bliss.” The Lord 
replied, “Alright. In Thiruvalangad I dance perpetually. 
There you can spend the rest of your life watching Me 
and singing My glories.” Extremely happy and 
overwhelmed by the sweet grace of the Lord, Karaikkal 
Amma climbed down the mountain again with her head 
down and feet up. She reached the temple of Alangad in 
South India. There, even today she is sitting, singing the 
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praises and hymns of God intoxicated, as it were, with 
ineffable bliss, watching intently the eternal Dance of 
Shiva—that is what people believe. In Tamil Nadu, one 
can see in every Shiva temple statues of the sixty Nayanar 
Saints. Among them Karaikkal Amma occupies a very 
prominent place. 
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THE SAINTLY SAKKU BAI 


All the other girls ran away frightened out of their wits 
seeing that man, but the smart girl stood her ground 
without moving. She was not even aware that her friends 
had all run away. Look at that man’s way of walking, all 
is not right with him!! Look at the way he sways to the 
left and the right, with his eyes closed! Hey, old man, 
look well, then take a step forward. You will trample 
upon my toy-house made of green twigs, leaves and wet 
mud.” Before she finished saying this, the tiny toy house 
was reduced to a pulp under the heavy feet of the old 
man. The girl’s fury knew no bounds. She scolded the 
Brahmin in a loud voice filled with despair, sorrow and 
anger. She shook the man’s hand. The Brahmin woke up 
from his absorption in singing the glories of God along 
with tuning the instrument in his hand. He stared at the 
little girl trembling with fury and showering angry abuses 
at him. The lips shaking with sorrow and anger were 
pouring out torrents of words, “What are you staring at? 
I will not allow you to take one step forward. My 
beautiful little house...”, sobs choking her throat, words 
found it difficult to come out, “What long labour... I gave 
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into it.”” Suddenly her voice rose. She clutched at the 
tamburu', of the man and screamed, “Alright, it is sure 
and certain that you will not leave this place without 
restoring my cute little house into its original form. Well, 
you can start your work just now.” Looking at those 
tear-filled eyes the man said, “This is great, my child. I 
have to get something by begging, cook it and only then 
can I feed my stomach. And what is the little lady saying 
now... that you will let me go only after rebuilding your 
house? What a long project will it be? And am I an 
expert in building toy houses?” The girl’s eyes wandered 
towards the emaciated abdomen of the old man, her 
heart ached a little. But the next moment the broken 
parts of the toy-house made her angry again, “Whatever 
it be, you have to re-do my pretty little house. Till then 
don’t even dream of moving an inch from this place. | 
have already told you this once.” 

The old man suddenly had an idea. He spoke in a 
tone as if he had reached the very limits of his 
repentance and helplessness, “My dear child, please 
don’t be so obstinate. If this old man starts repairing 
your house it is not going to be successful. Instead of 
that I'll do something. You take this tamburu. You need 
something to play with, don’t you? This is a good one.” 
He placed the tamburu in her hands. Sakku couldn’t 


' A musical instrument. 
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believe her eyes. What, this beautiful tamburu for her to 
play with! Her eyes danced. She ran her small fingers 
over the strings of the instrument. What a wonderful 
sound! A flow of heavenly sound came out of it and rose 
up into the air. Forgetting everything the girl sat down on 
the street. 
* kK 

Among the important pilgrim centres of India Sri 
Pandaripuram stands in the frontline. Not far from this 
famous temple is the tiny village of Chunchurunipuram. 
Gangadhar Rao and his wife Kamala Bai enjoyed the 
respect and love of the entire village. Though blessed 
with name, fame, prosperity, erudition, good nature and 
many other estimable qualities one fact gave them 
constant sorrow. They did not have a child. They 
followed almost all the prescriptions given by the ancient 
texts regarding strict observance of austerities and 
penances, but all of no avail. In the end they approached 
their family priest, “Sir, we wish to engage ourselves in 
severe austerities fasting all the while. Please bless us 
by initiating us with a mantram.” The priest said, 
“Haven’t you heard the saying, ‘Worship in Dwapara 
Yuga and chanting of the Lord’s name in Kali Yuga’? All 
desires will be realized by the repetition of the divine 
name.” Overwhelmed with joy Gangadhar Rao and his 
wife engaged themselves in worship, and the chanting of 
God’s name. Months went by. 


69 


One day the couple had a dream that very soon their 
desire would be fulfilled. In course of time signs of 
pregnancy began to appear in the devout lady. She gave 
birth to a wonderful baby girl. The usual preliminary rites 
and ceremonies were performed and the girl was named 
Sakku Bai. A very cute mischievous bundle of energy! 
She grew up among the neighbourhood girls, always 
leading them into new and fresh mischievous situations. 
But the agility and smartness of this girl endeared her to 
all the villagers. One day the children were engaged in 
playing on the narrow village street. It was then that the 
old man happened to come that way and destroyed her 
toy house. In order to get out of the predicament, the 
trick he used was very effective. 

Sakku Bai could not believe that the old man was 
actually presenting her with his wonderful instrument. 
Gasping for breath she whispered, “No, no, I don’t need 
that. You please take it back. I can’t play on this.” But 
the old man now took a different attitude. “It can’t be. 
You take it. I have already given it to you, now it can’t 
be taken back. Only allow me to go.” Ashamed and 
humbly Sakku said, “Please Sir, don’t mind my harsh 
words. You can go your way. I shall rebuild my house 
myself. Only please don’t keep this tamburu with me.” 
But the old man was adamant. Then Sakku said, “If it is 
so, you have to do one thing for me. Teach me 
something that I can sing while playing on this.” The old 
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man immediately taught her a short piece, 
TumburuNdradaChumbitapdda, 
PandarinéthaPanduranga; 
AmbujalochanaAmbudhavasa, 
SundarariipaPanduranga. 

Then he whispered in her ears a mantram. No sooner 
had the mantram entered her ears a_ strange 
transformation occurred in her. It was as if a long 
forgotten something suddenly appeared before her. She 
trembled from head to foot. A peculiar lightness of feeling 
settled on her heart. A new flash of light spread around 
her. That tiny little mind couldn’t understand what was 
happening to herself, but an inexplicable sense of bliss 
filled her heart. The old man was closely observing her. 
He laughed inwardly and muttered, “I will come later’, 
and walked away. Enthralled and forgetting everything, 
the little girl began to hum the tune quietly, her fingers 
playing on the strands of the instrument. Her friends, 
who had run away, frightened at the approach of the old 
man, came back and shook her out of her trance. They 
took her home and gave a detailed description of the 
whole episode to her parents. 

From that day onwards there was a visible change in 
the life and behaviour of Sakku Bai. Irrespective of the 
cold or hot season, she had a dip in the river nearby. 
Dressed in fresh clothes, she entered the worship room 
and came out only after two hours. First there was a 
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meditation after worshipping the tamburu. Then those 
lips could be seen muttering something. After that she 
would start singing two lines of a song again and again, 
playing on the instrument. As days went by, the time of 
her worship only increased. But what a wonderful 
atmosphere in the room during her pooja! Accompanied 
by the sweet sound of the tamburu, the girl’s soul- 
enthralling chanting created waves of serenity and 
devotion in the house and around. 
* * OF 

Sakku stepped into youth. Gangadhar Rao and his 
wife began to feel that it was time to find out a proper 
young man to give her in marriage. Once she entered 
the married life, responsibilities involved therein could 
make her normal as any other young woman. Who 
knows if that old man whom she met on the street, did 
cast some spell on her? Very seriously the search 
started. A good number of young men came with 
proposals of marriage. The family was very rich. But 
when the young bride-to-be was called in to face the 
young man, she stood there like a statue with downcast 
eyes and no expression of interest on her face. Evidently 
the young visitor concluded that this girl did not like the 
alliance. The party took their leave. Almost all eligible 
young men belonging to their position in society came 
and went away unsuccessful. Gangadhar Rao and his 
wife were in deep sorrow. Helplessly their hearts cried, 
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“Lord, after long supplications and prayers a child was 
born to us. But was it only to bring for us never-ending 
sorrow?” Their hearts offered prayers at the feet of 
Lord Panduranga. 

Midru Rao of Sindh is wealthy, also young. He is 
leading a very comfortable life. Only his mother and 
widowed sister stay with him. He is free from many of 
the cares and problems of ordinary people. He wants 
now to marry. The mother and the sister introduced a 
number of girls to the young man but he didn’t like any 
of them. Also, he found out some fault or blemish in 
every one of these prospective brides. The two ladies 
became disgusted. Has the great Lord kept some 
superhuman damsel like Rambha or Tilothama for him 
somewhere? No one is pretty enough for him. They 
stopped searching for the girl, angry and disappointed— 
“We will no more look for a bride for this man.” It was 
at that time that Midru Rao, during his wanderings, 
reached Chunchuruni. On enquiry about eligible girls old 
enough for marriage, he came to know about Gangadhar 
Rao’s pretty daughter. He gave one look at the beautiful 
girl decked in ornaments and fine sari, and was beside 
himself with joy. He explained away the downcast look 
and quiet posture as marks of timidity and modesty. The 
horoscopes matched each other splendidly. Soon proper 
Negotiations were over and the mariage was 
solemnized. 
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All these years, an uncontrollable pain had been 
troubling Sakku Bai’s heart, “My Gurudev who gave me 
word, ‘I'll come later’, hasn’t been kind enough to make 
his appearance.” How many hours she had sat, fixing 
her eyes on the gate! Perhaps the intensity and sincerity 
behind her sadhana was not enough. Will that old man 
care to come all the way from the distant Province of 
Sindh only to see her? No, it could not happen. With 
increased eagerness and devotion she immersed herself 
in her mantra sadhana. Actually it gave her some relief. 

After bringing to his home as his bride, the young 
man began to notice some peculiarities in her attitude 
and way of behaviour. Strangely enough, he did not find 
in her any of the amorous enthusiasm or inclination 
towards a conjugal life. Midru Rao was frightened. He 
became thoughtful. Whenever he approached her with 
ardour and need she simply lay in his arms like a 
withered fig leaf without any emotion or enthusiasm. 
That destroyed his interest also. He used to look with 
awe and puzzlement at the young woman lying like a dry 
leaf in his arms. Has some fortunate person stolen her 
heart previously? No, it can’t be. Look at her face, so 
simple, sincere and innocent! There is nothing hidden 
behind that. The young man tried every means to pull 
her out of her disinterestedness. He begged, he pleaded 
and even threatened—all to no use. She was unshaken. 
One day exasperated, he drove her out of his bedroom. 
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“Let her sleep in any corner of the house, I don’t care?” 
Hearing the shouting and screaming from the room, the 
mother and sister stood behind the door and listened. 
They were very happy, and were overwhelmed with 
contentment. “This boy was not happy with all the girls 
that we brought to him from this part of our land and he 
was wishing to be happy with this girl from a faraway 
place.” Even from the beginning they couldn’t tolerate 
this ‘beauty’ from the far-off land. Out of concern and 
fear for Midru they were keeping quiet. “She considers 
everything here unsuitable for her status. Those lips are 
always murmuring something incessantly—whom is she 
conversing with, whom is she calling? Anyway today 
what has happened is for the good of all. Now we can 
commence an open war against her.” From that day 
onwards Sakku Bai’s life became hell. 

One day when Midru Rao entered the house, the 
mother and the sister told him that they had real doubts 
about the sanity of Sakku Bai. Who knows whether she 
was possessed by a ghost or an evil spirit? Midru 
became worried. A physician was called in and intense 
treatment was started. Even after a few days’ treatment, 
no change was visible in the girl. One after another, 
many proficient men, experts in driving away ghosts and 
evil spirits and well known physicians tried their luck. 
No change was discovered in Sakku Bai’s behaviour. 
Her lips went on uttering something inaudibly. For hours 
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together and sometimes during the entire night she would 
sit running her fingers over the strings of the tamburu. 
She was repeating two lines of a hymn, again and again 
during the whole time. Unable to control his anger and 
sorrow, Midru one day locked her up in a room. On 
many days food was given to her only once. Even if it 
was not given, she didn’t complain. She would sit there 
quietly with eyes closed. 

Three or four days went by. One day early in the 
morning an old Brahmin was found standing at the gate. 
Midru came running and invited him inside the house. 
He was fascinated by the serene, self-composed, 
dignified demeanour of the old man. Was he a great yogi 
who had come down in person from the times of the 
epics and puranas? After the preliminary ceremonies, 
the guest was invited for a repast. A plate of wonderful 
preparations was placed before him but he was not 
touching anything. Midru told him, “Please start eating, 
food is getting cold.” The guest said, “As a helpless 
person has been kept starving in this house my mind 
refuses to touch anything from this plate.” Midru Rao 
got a shock. This old man came to the village only half 
an hour ago, how could he understand that Sakku had 
been kept starving within the room? Stunned and sad 
Midru said, “Master, what you say is half true. You are 
referring to my wife. But she is not well.” Midru related 
to the old man the whole story. The Brahmin laughed 
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and said, “After hearing everything, I feel that there is 
nothing to be concerned about in this. If you allow me, 
I will perform a short pooja. Let us see if it will be 
effective.” Midru immediately agreed. As instructed by 
the Brahmin, Sakku was brought out. Looking at the 
young woman standing with downcast eyes, the old 
Brahmin chanted in a low voice a mantra. As soon as 
she heard his voice, she raised her head. A smile played 
around her lips and her eyes danced. Midru was very 
happy. This Brahmin who could bring about such a 
wonderful transformation in Sakku so quickly could not 
be an ordinary person. He ran inside to collect the 
materials for the pooja. The ceremony would be 
conducted on the banks of the tank. Saying that the 
Brahmin started to walk towards the tank, followed by 
Sakku. 

On the way Sakku asked, “What is this Gurudev? 
What a long time has it been since I have been waiting 
and waiting for you to come! The people around decided 
that my nerves were out of order. Saying that I was 
possessed by some evil spirit, they started extortion, 
poojas, beating me many times and arranging many other 
ceremonies. I was finding it almost impossible to continue 
like this. Without anybody knowing about it, I called on 
Panduranga and cried and cried. What else to do?” The 
Brahmin started admonishing her, “Stop it. Enough of all 
this. Silly girl, I have something to convey to you. There 
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is not much time. Let me finish before your husband and 
others come. You are an absolute fool. If you have pure 
and sincere devotion to Panduranga, why don’t you stay 
quietly and amicably in the home as organized by Him 
for you? What is the meaning of behaving like a dumb 
girl?” Sakku said, “Master, in fact, I don’t like anything 
they do. They simply waste their time in gossip. So I 
don’t feel like talking to them.” The Brahmin was in a 
severe mood, “All this won’t do, my child. Everyone has 
to fulfil his or her prarabdha karma’. You may have had 
some obligation towards this family accumulated from 
some previous birth. Let them be done over with. Don’t 
leave any balance for the coming birth. you must be 
fulfilling every task that presents before you with a sense 
of responsibility, cheerfulness and humility. That is what 
is meant by dharma. Let your body be in Midru Rao’s 
house and your mind at the feet of Panduranga.” 

By this time, Midru Rao reached them carrying the 
materials for the pooja. The mother and the sister gave 
the girl a bath in the tank and placed her on the plank 
in front of the lamp. The brahmin performed the pooja 
and it went for fortyfive minutes. Towards the end of the 
ceremony the brahmin threw at her, rice and flowers and 
sprinkled holy water. The spirit has gone away. That day, 


Past actions of this or some previous life or lives results of which 
are still to be gone through. 
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with cheer and enthusiasm, Sakku served food to all. She 
also had a good meal. The brahmin took leave. Midru 
Rao felt relieved. 

Peace did not reign in the house for long. Gradually 
tempestuous scenes and ugly incidents began to take 
place one by one. The attitude of the mother-in-law and 
sister-in-law began to change. Their antagonism raised 
its head very soon. Infact, from the bottom of their heart 
they hated this timid girl. They planned a well arranged 
programme of attack on the girl. As soon as Sakku got 
up early in the morning she had to perform innumerable 
tasks till late in the evening. Not a minute of leisure or 
rest. The two ladies invented various tasks for her to do. 
But the young woman went through her work without 
grumbling and with a cheerful expression taking care to 
see that her japa and dhyana went on without a hitch. 
Because she kept a short time everyday for her japa and 
meditation the two ladies blamed her even for that. They 
even attempted to hurt Sakku physically, taking 
advantage of the short time she had kept for personal 
purposes. This girl, come from a strange place, was not 
available for his physical enjoyment was a fact that 
Midru Rao remembered every now and then. But at the 
same time he was struck with pain seeing how much 
trouble she was put into and the amount of hard work 
that was piled on her. The poor thing was going through 
the ordeal silently. This made Midru Rao to increase his 
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affection and regard for her. That, in its turn, irritated 
the two other ladies. It was after a long time that the 
young man came to know about the full story of the 
situation. 

One day Midm Rao came home earlier than usual. 
The sight that met his eyes shocked him. Sakku Bai was 
sitting surrounded by a huge pile of pots and pans. They 
had not probably seen sunlight for a number of years. 
Unused and forgotten they had been lying in the dark 
corners of the attic, basement and other places. They 
were never used and would never be. Was she to clean 
all these by herself? For what purpose? Suddenly, 
hearing his mother’s shout he hid himself behind a pillar. 
There comes his mother like an angry tigress. Midru 
Rao could not believe his eyes. The older lady was 
screaming, “O silent mouse, these four or five pots you 
couldn’t finish in the last two hours? They need only a 
casual cleaning. Have you decided to sit by these till late 
in the evening?” Simultaneously she gave a heavy slap 
on the girl’s back. Sakku didn’t react in anyway. She 
simply wiped with the end of her sari the tears that 
appeared in the corners of her eyes. The older lady’s 
shouting was continuing. “So many things you have to do 
before Midru comes home—water has to be brought 
from the tank, the clothes have to be washed and how 
much more. Your snail-like movement!” Midru could not 
wait to hear more. Silently he left the place. At lunch 
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time when he came home Sakku Bai welcomed him 
cordially with a sweet smile on her face. She was 
dressed in fresh clothes, after having finished all the 
chores given by the other ladies. Midru Rao’s heart 
became convulsed with shame and a sense of injustice. 
From that time onwards he began to express love and 
respect for his wife more and more. Sakku offered her 


gratitude at the feet of Lord Panduranga. 
* KOK 


The bright Ekadashi day of June-July is the most 
important day of Pandaripuram. It is the sacred period 
when waves and waves of devotional songs ring through 
the air. Thousands of pilgrims from all over the land 
gather there. They sing devotional songs to Panduranga, 
suffused with ardour and love. The Lord becomes 
extremely pleased with His children. Sakku Bai came to 
the tank to take water for their home. Suddenly she was 
thrilled to hear singing from afar, approaching the place. 
Billows of devotional feelings came floating and dancing 
from the throats of those who were on their way to the 
feet of Panduranga. For some time Sakku forgot 
everything else and stood entranced. What is happening, 
she wondered. Suddenly she remembered, “Oh yes! 
tomorrow is Ekadashi! If I also could reach the feet of 
Panduranga”, her heart cried. Look, the group of 
devotees has already come near. See how mad they are, 
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intoxicated with devotion, singing to their heart’s content, 
playing on the drums and cymbals and dancing all the 
way. “Oh it is led by saints like Kabir, Kamal and 
Ramdas”—she found that on enquiry. Her heart cried in 
agony—“If I also could join them. This huge mass of 
people is proceeding towards the feet of Panduranga 
which I have been cherishing and worshipping in my 
heart.” Timidly she approached the devotees and asked 
if they would take her also with them. Their response 
was that they would do so only if the woman would get 
the consent of her husband. “Run and get his permission. 
As it is noon time, we will take some rest sitting under 
this beautiful tree and wait for you.” 

Sakku reached home in a trice. Luckily she saw 
Midru Rao sitting there. She told him the whole story 
and prayed that she be allowed to accompany the 
devotees to Pandaripur. But Midru was not happy with 
the proposal. He said, “Ladies from good families don’t 
join the beggars and other people singing and dancing 
along the road. It does not befit our prestige and dignity. 
My mother and sister have been harassing me the last 
few years asking me to take them to Pandaripur. Now 
there is no time to prepare for the journey. All the four 
of us can undertake the trip next year.” But somehow, 
Sakku’s heart insisted that she go along with the devotee 
crowd now itself. She felt suffocated at the mere 
thought of postponing it to the following year. She was 
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adamant in her persistence. In the end she declared even 
without her husband’s consent, she was determined to 
join the group. Midru Rao’s anger knew no bounds. “Oh 
no, your arrogance has gone beyond bounds. Even 
without my consent you are determined to join that dirty 
group, singing and dancing like a loose woman! Her 
madness is beyond remedy.” Midru Rao decided to teach 
her a lesson once for all. He dragged her inside the 
room, tied her with a rope to the pillar and locked the 
door from outside. 

The young man proceeded to hand over the key to his 
mother, but he was accosted by Sundari, the neighbour, 
who offered to do the job for him. Midru gave her the 
key and walked away. The young girl opened the door 
and entered. She lifted Sakku Bai tenderly and passed 
her hands all over the tired body. Her fingers soon undid 
the knots of the rope. Sakku opened her eyes as it 
waking up from sleep. What a surprise! There was no 
pain or weakness in her body and her mind also seemed 
to be light and happy. Sundari’s words were flowing into 
her ears, “Get up. It’s getting late. Don’t you want to 
go to Pandaripur? Those yogis are only waiting for you. 
You go there quickly.” Sakku cried out, “Oh no, Sundari, 
I can’t do that. Without his permission I can’t move out. 
And they wanted me to obtain it.” Sundari was insistent, 
“My dear Sakku, you just trust me. I will lie in your place 
till you come back. When he comes I will explain to him 
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everything. Don’t be concerned, please. Start 
immediately.” Though her intellect was telling her that 
things were not alright, the emotional part was pushing 
her to do as bidden by Sundari. Anyway it would be 
wiser to follow Sundari’s directions. According to 
Sundari’s request, she tied the girl to the pillar and got 
out closing the door behind her. She locked the door and 
left the key in the lock itself. She walked straight to the 
tank and joined the group of devotees waiting for her 
arrival. The long trip started. 

Sakku regained consciousness only after reaching 
Pandaripur. The whole day was spent in singing the 
Lord’s glories, dancing to the rhythm of musical 
instruments and immersed in divine bliss. The night went 
by. No one was aware of how time sped. Moming 
came and it was time for ablutions. In the evening when 
Sakku entered the bush to pick some flowers for offering 
at the feet of the deity, she was bitten by a cobra. The 
poison took immediate effect and she fell down 
unconscious. Kabir and others tried their best to revive 
her, but to no effect. They were plunged in grief. In the 
meantime, a holy man happened to pass that way. 
Seeing the well known yogis sitting sunk in grief, he 
came to them and enquired about the cause of their 
sorrow. He offered to try his luck in restoring Sakku. 
He dropped a tablet into her mouth and a few drops of 
sacred water. He blew mildly into her nose and ears and 
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sprinkled cold water on her face. Sakku opened her eyes 
and woke up as it from sleep. The devotees were 
overwhelmed with joy. The saint, without uttering a 
word, left the place. In the meantime, the villagers from 
Chunchuruni, who happened to see Sakku Bai lying as if 
dead near the bush, hastily went home and informed 
Midru about the sad incident. Somehow it did not seem 
to affect him at all. He simply smiled. The devotees 


were puzzled and surprised. 
* * * 


We saw Sundari lying in the place of Sakku Bai in 
Midru Rao’s house. After about two hours the young 
man came home. From the front yard he called out, 
“Mother, didn’t our neighbour Sundari handover to you 
the key to the room? Sakku should not be fed for two 
days. By fasting, her reason will become clear.” The old 
lady didn’t understand anything. Midru told her the 
whole story. He turned the key and entered the room. 
Sakku was standing with great modesty and shame 
written all over her face. In a voice soaked in remorse, 
she requested her husband to forgive her bad deed. And 
as if in remorse, she fell at his feet and placed the dust 
on her head. Overcome with joy at the quick 
transformation of his wife, Midru untied the knots of the 
rope and let her free. As if in atonement of her wrong- 
doing, Sakku finished all the household chores very 
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quickly and carefully. She was even humming a tune 
during her work. The mother and the sister were 
astounded—by one small punishment her whole 
behaviour had changed—wonderful! That day, whatever 
she cooked had a special taste. Had she learnt some 
divine process of cooking in the meantime? Very clever! 
When she had the capacity to cook so well, she didn’t 
display any of it so long. That night also the food she 
cooked was excellent. After dinner she gave Midru betel 
leaf rolled in a strange manner. How pretty! He 
exclaimed, “Sakku, your betel rolls are strangely 
wonderful today. What a heavenly taste they have! From 
now on you must give me the betel roll done in the same 
way.” Sakku smiled it away. From that time onwards 
Midru noticed a lightness in her step and a brightness in 
all her actions. 

After lunch, Sakku ran to her mother-in-law. Those 
tender hands she passed over the hardened muscles and 
thick bones of the old lady. Ho, what a bliss and relief! 
The mother instantly plunged into a peaceful sleep. 
Sakku then ran to the sister-in-law and began to work on 
her hair. Her thick dishevelled hair were all brought 
under control and tied in a bun above her neck. The 
lady enjoyed her hairstyle reflected in the mirror. 
Straightaway Sakku ran to the tank. The pile of clothes 
were washed in a short time, all were dried and folded 
neatly. At night when the young man came home, Sakku 
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told him, “Today is the Ekadashi of June-July. I don’t 
want to lie on the bed. Please excuse me and allow me 
to spend the night lying on the floor.” She spread the 
cloth on the floor and immediately went to sleep. 
Soaked in heavenly bliss as it were, Midru lay on his bed 
gazing at her peaceful face and slowly fell asleep. Sakku 
was biding the time immersed in peaceful service of 
Midru, mother and sister when news was brought in by 
the Pandaripur pilgrims about the accidental death of 
Sakku in the temple premises. Midru Rao could only 
laugh. Even then the sound of the humming of a song 
was floating down to him from the kitchen where Sakku 


was engaged in cooking. 
* OK 


It was on the third day that Sakku Bai returned home 
along with Kabir and the other pilgrims. The festival was 
over. When the whole excitement and joy of the festival 
was over, her mind became calm and settled. Suddenly 
she remembered Sundari who had released her from her 
bondage and stood in her stead inside the ropes, sending 
her to participate in the celebrations in Pandaripur. My 
God! What to do now? She had given her word that she 
would return by early morning the following day. But by 
now two full days had elapsed. What to do now? It was 
a big deception. How could she forget the great service 
rendered to her by Sundari who took on herself the 
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punishment that should have been hers? Her husband and 
his mother, seeing her inside the ropes must have been 
terribly furious and punished her reducing her to utter 
helplessness. It was a very bad action. But what to do 
now? Her heart cried, “My dear Panduranga, 
Pandarinatha, please look after this helpless child of 
yours. I know I did a terrible wrong thing and deserve 
to be punished severely. I will bear it willingly, but please, 
My Lord, don’t give that poor girl any hard time.”” When 
she reached the banks of the tank, she saw Sundari 
standing there with the waterpot under her arm, as if it 
had been a prearranged meeting. Sakku ran to her and 
clasped her within her arms. 

Sundari shook herself off from her embrace and told 
her in a half angry tone, “Very good, very good, very 
clever girl. I had thought of rendering you a small service 
and in return you deceived me. Very clever witted 
indeed.” Sakku caressed her cheeks and said, “My child, 
it was a big mistake. The moment my eyes fell on 
Pandarinath I forgot everything. I forgot even myself. 
Oh, the blissful atmosphere of that place!” Her eyes 
became dreamy. “I did not feel like coming away from 
there. To tell you the truth I completely forgot you. In 
the meantime I was bitten by a cobra. One holy man 
who happened to pass that way drained me of the 
poison.” Sundari, “Yes, some people who had gone from 
these parts gave us a report like that. But nobody 
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believed them.” Sakku, “Why did they refuse to 
believe?” Sundari, “I didn’t understand why.” Sakku, 
“My dear Sundari, my husband, his sister and mother 
must have tormented you to the utmost for trying to offer 
some service to this selfish person. How could you 
withstand all the trouble?” Her heart yearned to know the 
truth. 

With a mischievous smile, Sundari said, “All that is a 
big story. I concocted a strange story for them. I played 
a game on them. Now the rest of the whole episode you 
complete. Anyway, you could participate in the festivities 
as much as you wanted. That was what I was aiming at. 
Now go home quickly, a lot of work is waiting you.” 
Pushing the water filled pot into the hands of Sakku, she 
left the place. Sakku reached home. Things were very 
normal as if nothing strange had happened. Only one 
thing she noticed there—her husband’s sister and mother 
were exceedingly loving and respectful to her. What had 
happened? Sakku was astounded. Sundari must have 
played a big drama here. Sakku began to observe the 
behaviour of her husband and the women very closely, 
trying to find out the secret that lay behind it. But all 
ended in failure. 

After dinner she prepared the betel leaf for the 
husband as usual. Midru didn’t like her preparation that 
day. He said, “Sakku, I had told you the other day itself 
that I didn’t like your old way of preparing this 
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paan’. But now you are doing it again!” Sakku’s eyes 
were filled with wonder. She said, “What are you saying? 
I used to do like this till the last day before I left for 
Pandaripur. I don’t know any other method of doing it.” 
Midru, “What? Do you say that you went to Pandaripur! 
Then, What about your being here these last two days? 
You can’t be in two places at the same time! Sakku, are 
you telling me the truth? Perhaps you had a dream that 
you had been there, because of your intense desire to 
go.” Wonder and sadness spread over Sakku’s face. She 
said, “Do you say that during the last two days I gave 
you the paan rolling it in a different way?” Midru, “Why 
Sakku, can’t you believe what I am saying? Not only 
making the paan, but each and every duty in the house 
you were doing with great speed and perfection. My 
mother and sister were overjoyed and were following 
you everywhere. Have you forgotten all that?” Midru 
was frightened. He was afraid that the old disease was 
raising its head again. Sakku’s eyes filled. Helpless and 
weak, she sat down on the floor. 

“My Lord and master, will you be able to believe my 
words?” She began to speak. “It could be almost difficult 
to believe what I wish to tell you. In fact, I was not here 
the last two days. I had gone to Pandaripur.” Midru was 
shocked, “Sakku, Sakku, then who was the lady who 


3 Betel leaf with lime and areca nuts which people chew after food. 
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was around here during this time? Was she some evil 
spirit in your guise? With what cleverness and dexterity 
was she doing all the duties in the house! There is no 
doubt that she was not a human being.” Folding her 
hands she saluted Panduranga thinking about His 
unparalleled love and grace. She said, “That is true. That 
was not a mortal woman. It must have been Pandarinath 
Himself.” Midru, “My dear Sakku, what are you 
saying?” Sakku began to relate to him the whole story 
of how the neighbour’s daughter Sundari came to her, 
released her from her bonds and then Sakku went to 
Pandaripur and all that happened there.Midru sat there 
stunned. Then it was a true story that was brought by 
the villagers that Sakku had been bitten by a poisonous 
snake. During the whole time the girl who was around 
the house doing the odd jobs during these two days was 
none other than the Lord of Rukmabai. My God! Sakku 
prostrated at her husband’s feet and said, “My Lord, 
yourself, everyone in your family and even all the 
villagers are blessed souls. Just to satisfy a small wish of 
mine, the Great Lord of the Universe lived with you for 
two days in perfect bliss. Can anyone measure the 
Lord’s grace?” 

Midru felt weak in body and mind, “Sakku, what are 
you saying? The Great Lord of the Universe perpetually 
resting on His bed in the Milky Ocean stayed in my 
small house for two days! My whole frame collapses at 
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the mere thought of it. Those holy hands of the Lord who 
is eternally served by Goddess Lakshmi prepared betel 
leaves for me—unimaginably strange!” Loudly he called 
out, “Mother, sister, come quick. Listen to the wonder of 
wonders. Will you be able to believe that the Lord of 
Pandaripur stayed with us in our little cottage for the last 
two days!” The mother mocked him, “Through her 
company, it seems, Sakku’s lunacy has infected you also. 
The last two days her manner was steadying itself. Had 
everything gone topsy-turvy again?” “My dear mother, 
that’s what I am going to tell you.” The young man was 
all excited. “Mother, this girl sitting on the floor is in fact 
our own Sakku. But the person who had been running 
around doing all the chores in the house was not she. She 
returned from Pandaripur only late this morning.” The 
mother and the sister stood there with mouth agape. 
“When our village friends came back from the pilgrimage 
and told us that our Sakku had died of snake-bite, I 
simply laughed it off. Regarding it as a silly report, I 
didn’t tell you of it also. Again from the kitchen on the 
other side of this wall, I could hear her humming a tune 
very cheerfully. But my dear mother, how can one 
believe that it was Lord Vishnu Himself who was singing 
and doing these small jobs here in my house, just on the 
other side of the wall?” “What! Bhagawan Vishnu 
working in my kitchen!” The old lady froze on her feet. 
“Yes mother, it is true. The Lord of the Universe 
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condescended to come and stay in our little abode even 
preparing wonderful rolls of betel leaf for me. For aeons 
the Goddess of wealth and Mother Earth have been 
sitting on either side of the Great God hoping to get a 
glance from those wonderful eyes. But now the same 
God stayed quietly in our little cottage doing all the dirty 
jobs for us. Oh Lord of the Universe, how much work 
we, sinners that we are, made You do! Still we couldn’t 
recognise You. Why did You play this game—just to bring 
your darling child to Pandaripur and have a look at her.” 
The mother was frightened to death, “My Sakku, 
Satyanarayana Himself passed His hands over these 
shrivelled feet and legs massaging them to my satisfaction. 
This sinner of sinners made the Lord of Pandaripur press 
her feet! Instead, I should have offered the service to 
those sacred feet and attained salvation. When will the 
resultant sin be over for us! Sakku, you are not an 
ordinary woman. You are Rukmabai Herself.” The old 
lady broke down. Sakku consoled her, “My dear mother, 
don’t imagine things about me. I am your daughter Sakku, 
not Rukmabai. Why do you ask forgiveness from me? 
Having been served with the hands of the Great Lord you 
should consider yourself as a highly blessed person.” In 
the meantime the sister-in-law sank to the ground. Her 
heart was burning in the fire of remorse and a sense of 
guilt. She sobbed aloud, “I made those precious palms 
which contain the fortunes of the fourteen worlds, dress 
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and clean my dirty hair! Still, whenever whose fingers 
came in contact with my neck or face, I felt a thrill of 
joy passing through my whole body. I could not 
understand why it was so, still I used to be wonderstruck. 
How many times did those precious hands caress and 
smoothen my head! My Lord Krishna, not fully satisfied 
with the service rendered by Your innumerable consorts, 
You still roam around seeking Your humble devotees in 
the nooks and corners of the world, eager to receive their 
service. That same Lord, instead of receiving devotional 
service from me, came forward to do small jobs for this 
insignificant person! Sakku, in His eagerness to have a 
glimpse of you in the holy temple of Pandaripur, He 
enacted this drama, even coming down to the level of us, 
ordinary sinners. Hard to fathom or understand.” 
Sakku spoke to them very humbly and modestly, “No 
sister, the fact is not like that. To satisfy my desire to go 
to Pandaripur and participate in the festivities there, the 
Great Lord utilised it as an opportunity to come and 
serve you in the guise of Sundari. He came as that girl 
in front of me first and then played a long game in front 
of you. Just think of His great Grace. He, the Lord of 
the Universe, came to our home and stayed with you for 
two days, serving you in the best way imaginable. Hard 
to believe. Perhaps this is the first and the last event in 
the history of the world or in creation itself. Wonderful! 
Blessed people you are!” She asked Midru, “My lord, 
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things happened in a strange way and now ended 
beautifully and very satisfactorily. Now I have a request. 
Please allow me to spend the rest of my life in pilgrimages 
and contemplation of God.” Midru Rao’s eyes filled. He 
said “Sakku, Sakku, excellent idea. I will do everything 
necessary to have your wish fulfilled. I will be only too 
happy to do everything to make it happen. But if you 
agree I wish one desire of mine also to be fulfilled along 
with. I would like to shoulder the responsibility of taking 
care of this body of yours which is shining with the 
power and glory of Pandarinath Himself. Won’t you allow 
me to go with you?” Sakku agreed. 

Sakku Bai, accompanied by Midru Rao, visited the 
important temples and pilgrim centres of our country and 
gained peace and joy. Midru Rao also got initiated with 
a sacred mantra from a holy man and performed 
Sadhana, thereby attaining peace and realisation of 
Panduranga before he left his body. 
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Inspiring tales of devoted women from all over 
the world, whose unifying thread was their 
purity and dedication to God. 


